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Never mind the Brexit – what’s the financial 

status of universities?



There will be graphs! 

There will be Adonis! 

There will be vice chancellor salaries!



In the news



The recent past – sackings, closures, 
rations

• Manchester Metropolitan

• Manchester

• South Wales

• Teesside

• Brighton

• Open University

• Leeds

• Southampton Solent



The recent past – a generous deal

• IFS report



HEFCE reports…
• University surpluses are projected at a minuscule 2.3 to 4.3 percent cumulatively 

across the period, masking wide variations from a deficit of 28.6 per cent to 21.5 per 
cent surplus.

• There will be more borrowing and falling levels of cash reserves. The number of 
days’ liquidity looks to fall from 127 in 2015-16 to a mere 83 by 2019.

• Total sector borrowing will reach £3.9bn by July 2019, and the sector’s total income 
should reach £32bn in the same period (DTI=12.5%).

• Universities hope for an increase of fee income from overseas students (£4.8bn in 
2018-19 versus £3.7bn in 2015-16), and to see growth in home and EU students of 
over ten per cent in the period.

• Singling out postgraduate home and EU students, universities are aiming for nearly 
forty per cent income growth.

• There will be significant capital spending, an average of £4.5bn annually.

• Pension liabilities grew by an eye-watering 45.8 per cent between July 2015 and July 
2016, reaching a total of £7.2bn.

• There’s increasing volatility over the period, with a greater gap between the best and 
worst performers.



HEFCE reports…



TRAC-sparancy…

“In line with previous years the sector still has a 

substantial level of activity that is not fully funded. A 

significant concern remains the volume of research 

activity in the sector and the extent to which such volumes 

are sustainable.” - HEFCE TRAC analysis



Knock-on effects…



Challenges



Brexit and research



Looking ahead: Brexit



Looking ahead: students



A divided sector
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A divided sector
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Policy implications – a divided sector

Research intensive/high 

tariff

• Research costs continue to fall 

short of income – who’s picking up 

the tab..?

• It’s easy pickings, particularly in 

domestic recruitment.

• More likely to face questions about 

value for money.

• More expansion on the horizon.

• Have most to lose from Brexit in 

absolute terms.

Non-research intensive/lower 

tariff

• Market pressure forcing to rationalise and 

improve. 

• It’s a fine line between success and failure. 

Examples of both.

• More likely to get into trouble. 

• Mergers on the horizon.

• Have most to lose from Brexit in relative 

terms.

Market pressure incentivises finding 

other sources of income: students in the 

firing line. 



Political implications – a disliked sector


