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Executive summary
The coalition government wants a 
university sector based on choice and 
competition. A key part of its strategy is 
to give students access to information 
about the costs and benefits of going to 
university, so that they can decide whether 
or not to invest in higher education, as 
well as more detailed information about 
courses and institutions, so they can 
decide on which course they want to 
spend their tuition fees. 

This is undoubtedly a good thing. For too 
long young people have had to decide 
whether or not to go to university with 
little knowledge of the financial return. 
And those who do decide to go have had 
to choose their institution and course – an 
investment decision that will affect their 
future earnings as well as their university 
experience – with little knowledge of what 
they will receive in terms of hours of 
lectures, exams and assessment, financial 
costs and eventual financial benefits. But 
from 2012 a new set of detailed information 
on these factors will be made available 
online for all prospective students to 
access.

It is widely known however that the 
students most likely to access information 
of this nature are those least likely to need 
it. Meanwhile many students from poor 
backgrounds who do well at GCSE level do 
not go on to take A-levels and therefore are 
opting out of university altogether, despite 
showing early promise. Many others who 
do go to university are not maximising 
their chances of getting a good job or a 
high wage upon graduation by applying 
for the best university they can. Instead 
they often attend local universities that 
they are over qualified for. 

If the government’s information revolution 
is to work, it needs to reach those young 
people who really need it. The government 
needs to go beyond simply publishing the 
information online and hoping that the 
right people will access it. The government 
needs to be more proactive in its approach 
to information to ensure that everyone gets 
a fair chance of using it, and that everyone 
can realise their full potential. 

In this short report, we outline a five point 
plan to make information about the costs 
and benefits of higher education more 
effective, and to get it in the hands of all 
individuals who can benefit from it. 
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Information on the course itself, 
including the proportion of time spent in 
various learning and teaching activities, 
and assessment methods

Information about the cost of the course 
and financial support available

Employment and salary information such 
as the proportion of graduates for that 
particular course that are in employment 
as well as their median wages. 

Whilst this is a somewhat limited set 
of information (it doesn’t, for example, 
include drop-out rates, which should be 
an important consideration for prospective 
students, and it somewhat fails to reflect the 
broader educational experience that many 
universities offer), the KIS is undoubtedly 
a positive step. It should help students to 
make good decisions about the economic 
return to going to university (versus leaving 
education at 16 or 18), and the courses 
to apply for. However, it is likely that the 
students who take advantage of such 
information are those who are already well 
positioned to make good decisions - whilst 
those who are most likely to benefit from it 
are those whose family does not have much 
HE experience.

Several studies have showed a strong 
socioeconomic gradient in those 
accessing information to help make 
educational decisions, with those from 
richer backgrounds more likely to look at 
information and research their decisions. 
For example, Oreopoulis and Dunn 
conducted an experiment offering Canadian 
students a website with information about 
the costs and benefits of going to college.� 
Their study showed that the educational 
attainment of parents influenced the time 
students spent accessing information on 
the website. In particular, if a student had a 
father with a university degree, that student 
spent more time on the site than others. 
Similarly, a study by the National Centre for 
Education Statistics in the US,6 looking at 
the behaviour of parents of sixth- through 
twelfth-graders (i.e. aged 11-18) found 
that 42 percent of parents with a college 
education reported that they had obtained 
information about the cost of tuition and fees 
versus only eight percent of parents with 
less than a high school education. Similarly, 
41 percent of parents with income over 

� P Oreopoulis & R Dunn, ‘Information and college access: 
evidence from a randomized field experiment’, University 
of Toronto, 2010.

6 NCES ‘Getting Ready to Pay for College’, U.S. Department 
of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, NCES 
2003–03.
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Introduction
In the higher education white paper, 
universities minister David Willetts outlined 
his plans to increase market forces in higher 
education in England.1 

There will be greater competition between 
universities through variable fee levels, 
new institutions being encouraged to 
enter the sector, 20,000 places available 
to universities which are willing to charge 
below £7,�00, and perhaps most importantly, 
removal of the quota on places for students 
with three or more A-levels at grades AAB 
or better. The idea is that universities will 
have to compete for their students, and 
that this will drive down prices and improve 
quality.

Indeed David Willetts wants to put “students 
in the driving seat”, with their decisions at 
the heart of the sector. Popular courses 
will be allowed to expand, while unpopular 
ones are forced to contract in response to 
student demand. 

To date, however, students have not exactly 
been at the heart of the system. Numerous 
university league tables published by 
newspapers along with course information 
available online through the government 
run website ‘unistats‘,2 and a few other 
providers such as ‘best course for me‘3 
and ‘hotcourses‘,4 all tends to be based on 
the same small collection of information 
– largely comprising responses to student 
satisfaction surveys, staff:student ratios 
and graduate employment prospects. 
Whilst this is certainly useful it is far from 
the detailed and comprehensive set of 
information we would expect when making 
other, arguably less important and less 
expensive investment decisions, such as 
car purchases or mobile phone contracts.

To address this the government will 
require, from 2012 onwards, every course 
at every institution (with a couple of 
exceptions, largely on the grounds of very 
low student numbers) to publish a standard 
set of information known as the ‘KIS’ or 
Key Information Set. This will be more 
detailed than any information that has been 
published to date, and will include:

Student survey data, looking at student 
satisfaction with the course, teaching, 
facilities, and resources

1 See Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 
“Students at the heart of the system”, available from:  
http://bis.gov.uk/news/topstories/2011/Jun/he-white-
paper-students-at-the-heart-of-the-system

2 www.unistats.com
3 www.bestcourse4me.com
4 www.hotcourses.com
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academic attainment and background 
characteristics, equally qualified students 
from the lowest SES quintile were between 
2.�-4.3 percentage points less likely to be 
studying at a high status institution than  
those from the top quintile. A similar result 
was found when comparing those from 
the middle and top quintile of SES with the 
same qualifications.

Recent information from a government 
consultation on student numbers showed 
that the majority of students attending 
Russell Group universities achieved 
qualifications of AAB and above. However, 
a small but significant number of students 
who have achieved AAB or above are 
attending universities where less than 
10% of other students have these grades.  
Such students may fall into two categories: 
those that attend such institutions for 
convenience sake, or because the institution 
has a specialism which they are particularly 
interested in, and those who have been 
badly informed about their potential, and 
were unaware that they could have attended 
a more prestigious institution10.

The HESA destinations survey shows that 
graduate employment among the Sutton 
trust elite universities, Russell Group 
universities and the average for the UK is 
quite similar, suggesting students should 
perhaps not be concerned about which 
university they choose.11 

However, the same study conducted 3.� 
years after graduation, indicates that 
median wages are somewhat different 
across institutions. The proportion of 
2009/10 graduates earning over £21,000 
per year varies from 6�% (for graduates 
of the Million + group of universities) to 
80% (for graduates of the Russell Group). 
Median salaries range from £23,000 per 
year (for graduates of the Guild HE group 
of universities) to £27000 for the Russell 
Group.

So, if students are concerned about their 
future employment prospects, they should 
be mindful of such variation. Of course, it 
may be that those from poorer backgrounds 
are aware that elite universities have higher 
economic returns, but do not apply to or 
are not accepted by them. If the latter is 
true, then perhaps the new rules outlined 
in the white paper, which remove the cap 

10 Source: Annex D, Teaching funding and student number 
controls, consultation on changes to be implemented in 
2012-13.

11 Source: Destination of Leavers from Higher Education 
Survey, undertaken 6 months after students successfully 
completed their course. This example relates to those 
who graduated in 2009/10

$7�,000 (about £48,000 at current exchange 
rates and in current prices) had obtained 
such information versus only 20 percent of 
parents with income under $2�,000 (about 
£13,000). This all suggests that there is a 
sharp socioeconomic gradient in accessing 
information by both young people and 
parents.

That there a steep gradient in information 
accessing behaviour clearly translates 
into the educational choices made by 
students. Whilst it is widely known that 
the main reason that students from poor 
backgrounds do not go to university is lack 
of qualifications, a study of government 
figures for GCSE results (supplied by DIUS, 
analysis by the Sutton Trust, 20097) revealed 
that many have the academic potential 
to go to university, but do not. The study, 
published for the cohort of pupils in England 
aged 19 in 2007, revealed that 3�,000 pupils 
with eight or more GCSEs graded A*-C – a 
strong indication of academic ability – did 
not go on to take A-levels at all, denying 
them access to most universities. A study 
by the Institute of Fiscal Studies (IFS) 
found that, even after controlling for GCSE 
results, students from the top quintile of 
socio-economic status (SES) were between 
9 and 11 percentage points more likely to 
participate in HE than students with similar 
grades from the bottom quintile of SES.8

 There are likely to be many reasons for this 
behaviour, but it seems plausible that a lack 
of knowledge about the costs  and benefits 
- particularly the returns to staying on in 
education is likely to be at least partly to 
blame. A Sutton Trust report in 2002,9 which 
collected heads of Key Stage 4 pupils’ 
perceptions of why talented students failed 
to progress beyond GCSE, found that the 
most common perception was students’ own 
desire to earn money immediately. Alerting 
students of GCSE age to the availability of 
grants and loans whilst studying, and more 
importantly to the possibility of higher 
earnings throughout their entire lifetime 
from going to university, should help these 
students. 

Those who do decide to go to university 
could also benefit hugely from better 
information about which institution and 
course to choose. The same IFS report 
found that, after controlling for prior 

7 The Sutton Trust ‘Innovative University Admissions 
Worldwide:A Percent Scheme for the UK?, July 2009.

8 Chowdry et al, ‘Widening Participation in Higher 
Education: Analysis Using Linked Administrative Data’, 
IFS Working Paper W10/04, May 2010

9 Keys, Mason and Kendall, ‘Supporting Students applying 
to higher education’, June 2002



 � — Informed decisions

preventing institutions from taking any 
number of students that have achieved 
three A-levels at grades AAB or above, will 
help, as there should no longer be limited 
supply of places for talented students. This 
could certainly help those state school 
students beaten to places by students from 
independent schools. 

But if it is the case that students from 
certain backgrounds suffer from a lack of 
confidence or are keen to study at a local 
institution, and therefore do not apply to 
the university that would maximise their life 
chances, these students may benefit from 
better information. For example, outlining 
the differences in earnings potential of 
different institutions could persuade 
students to apply to universities further 
from home, if they were not initially aware 
of the magnitude of earnings differentials. 
Furthermore, a study of young people’s 
education intentions12 indicated that the 
fear of debt was one reason why students 
chose  to attend a local university, allowing 
them to live at home, rather than attending 
a university further afield. Again this 
shows that if students were engaging with 
information about grants, fees and bursaries 
they perhaps wouldn’t draw such damaging 
conclusions. Indeed, simply having 
knowledge about the entry requirements 
of institutions, and the experiences of 
students enrolled on particular courses, 
could help empower students to apply to 
more prestigious universities. This, going 
hand in hand with the improved likelihood 
of their acceptance through the AAB entry 
scheme (which, if the government extend 
as planned, would be a welcome move), 
could make a real impact on the likelihood 
of state school students with potential 
attending high status universities.

So, what steps can the government take 
to get vital information about the costs 
and benefits of university into the hands 
of students from all backgrounds, even 
those not initially considering going to 
university?

12 Davies et al ‘Knowing Where to Study? Fees, Bursaries 
and Fair Access’, Institute for Educational Policy Research 
and Institute for Access Studies, Staffordshire University, 
February 2008.

1. Be bolder
Rather than presenting information in the 
passive way that the KIS will be presented, 
the government could experiment with 
more interactive methods of imparting 
information to students. Such an 
intervention was undertaken in a study 
by Bettinger et al13 which attempted to 
improve individuals’ understanding of the 
costs of higher education. This intervention 
took advantage of the tax return system 
in the US. When individuals in Ohio and 
Carolina entered their local tax office, a 
random selection of individuals with family 
members aged 17 to 30 without a degree 
were offered the opportunity to have their 
college financial aid forms completed (using 
information they would have to provide 
for their tax return) and filed for them. A 
further selection were given personalised 
information about their aid eligibility, but did 
not have their forms completed and filed. 
Bettinger found impressive results about 
the increased likeliness of young people in 
high schools to apply for aid and enrol in 
college, driven purely by having their aid 
forms filled in and sent off. Those who were 
just given the information did not change 
their behaviour at all. This suggests that 
interventions which influence individuals in 
a more direct, rather than passive way, may 
be most successful, although they would 
almost certainly more costly. 

As UK taxpayers are not compelled to file 
their tax returns in the same manner as 
those in the US, an identical strategy would 
not be possible here. However, it could be 
delivered with some modifications. Parents 
that receive child tax credits are required 
to provide their earnings information to 
the tax office, as are all self employed. The 
government also keeps income data on 
those receiving benefits such as income 
support. This parental income information 
could easily be used to calculate the 
maintenance grant and loan eligibility 
of their children. The government could 
include these figures on the parents’ tax 
credit statement, in very simple terms, with 
annual updates. This would be particularly 
relevant for parents with children aged 16 to 
18 who are still in education, but could also 
be relevant to those with younger children, 
as an early intervention, to introduce parents 
to the idea and costs of higher education. 
Since tax credits are payable to parents of 
such children this strategy should be viable. 

13 Bettinger et al “The Role of Simplification and Information 
in College Decisions: Results from the H&R Block FAFSA 
Experiment, NBER Working Paper 15361.
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It should be noted that, since tuition fees, 
loans, and bursaries vary by institution 
and location, the information would have 
to be somewhat general. Nevertheless, 
important messages could be conveyed in 
this manner.

Since the Bettinger experiment showed 
that simply providing the information on 
the financial aid availability of people’s 
children was ineffective, the forms could 
also be modified to contain an option for 
parents to have their child’s financial aid 
forms completed automatically using their 
income information at the point when their 
child reached university age. This could 
be done by providing the link to a website 
with a unique ID for each family. The 
family member would enter the link into 
his or her browser, logging in using their 
unique ID, where a pre-populated form 
would be visible showing their personal 
information, and fee and grant eligibility. 
Individuals would simply have to submit 
the form using one click of the mouse (with 
a check box confirming agreement to the 
standard terms and conditions), and their 
application would be filed. It would be 
important to reassure parents, alongside 
this information, that student loans are 
not the same as other loans such as credit 
card debt and that student loan terms and 
conditions are extremely favourable.

Of course, their child would neither 
guaranteed nor obliged to take up a 
university place, but they would be assured 
that the grant and loan amounts provided 
to them on their child tax credit form, and 
via the weblink, would be waiting for them 
should they gain a university place.

This could be complemented with the use of 
Quick Response (or QR) codes to achieve 
the same goal in a more convenient manner. 
QR codes are a type of barcode becoming 
popular as a form of marketing to mobile 
phone users with smart phones such as the 
iPhone or Android. The user can scan in the 
code using a QR reader on their phone, and 
this will usually take the user to a website. 
These QR codes are used on restaurant 
menus to take the reader to the restaurant 
website, often to download a voucher for 
future use, or sometimes appear on outdoor 
advertising for computer games, films, or 
pop groups. In this case the QR code will 
deliver a URL which can be used to access 
more information, the trailer for the film, or 
a music track.

It is easy to see how QR codes can be used 
to help parents to access information, and 

file their child’s maintenance grant or loan 
application. The QR code could appear on 
their tax credit statement, alongside their 
estimated means tested grant and loan 
entitlement as shown above.

The parent (or indeed their more phone- 
savvy offspring) could then scan in the 
code, access the URL provided, and submit 
the form on their phone under an identical 
set up to that described above. This would 
be a very powerful tool and far bolder than 
the government’s current strategy of simply 
listing generic information on a website that 
must be actively sought by the user, with no 
real incentive to act upon it – and a series 
of complicated steps including obtaining, 
completing and sending off forms to follow 
if they decide to. 

Child tax credit statement   

Statement for year ending 2011/12

Family elements
Basic    £545.34

Total Child Tax Credit elements £5662.02

Reduction due to your income £5116.68

Amount for the period  £545.34

Payments
Amount to be paid

Child Tax Credit   £545.34

Tuition fees and financial support
University fee, grant and loan entitlement for your child, 
based on your household income, if they enrolled in 
university in academic year 2012

Fees payable:  
average of £8,500 per year, fully covered by fee loan
Maintenance loan entitlement:  
£5,500 per year if they live away from home and 
outside London
Maintenance grant entitlement:  
£2,940 per year

These amounts are guaranteed, if your child attends 
university starting September or October 2012/13. 
Note your child will not have to repay any loans until 
they have left university and are earning above £21,000 
per year.

For fast-track application for grant and loan, simply 
enter this link into your internet browser

http://hmrc.gov.uk/online/existing/example123456

Or, simply scan this QR code using your smart-phone
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Instead, a parent would be presented 
with guaranteed grant and loan amounts 
– personalised to their family member 
– with the option to apply instantly for this 
funding. If the coalition really wants to give 
talented young people all the information 
they need to decide whether to invest in a 
university degree, it should follow this far 
bolder approach.

2. Be everywhere
If the intention is to nudge those who are 
least likely to hunt for information, another 
method is to increase the platforms on 
which the information is available. In 
essence, make it ubiquitous.

Such a method was suggested in a recent 
CentreForum paper.14 Instead of allowing 
parents to choose whether to attend 
parenting classes, or even to engage 
in any information on offer, the report 
recommended a ‘five a day’ for child 
development initiative, similar to the ‘five 
a day’ for fruit and vegetables campaign 
introduced by the Labour government in 
2003. This information campaign would be 
dealt with in a similar way to the five a day 
for fruit and vegetables, featuring on TV, 
radio, internet and many other media, and 
thus seeping into the public consciousness. 
Whilst it would still be up to the individual 
whether to follow the recommendations in 
the campaign, its great advantage is that 
the information would reach many more 
people rather than just those who are 
particularly engaged.

In fact this may be likely to happen of its own 
accord in the context of higher education 
information. Which? magazine is likely to 
launch a site of its own, based on the KIS, in 
which the information would be repackaged 
by Which?, in perhaps a more consumer 
friendly format given the expertise of 
Which? in the area of helping consumers 
to make decisions. Where Which? leads, 
many others – such as moneysupermarket.
com, confused.com, monster.com etc – are 
bound to follow. Even if all these websites 
are simply rehashing the same information, 
making it so ubiquitous  will still be to the 
benefit of young people as the odds of their 
seeing it are greatly increased. In fact, it 
is likely that these organisations will add 
considerable value over the government’s 
offering, given their expertise in helping 
consumers to make choices. 

As described in another recent CentreForum 

14 See C Paterson, ‘Parenting matters: early years and social 
mobility’, Centre Forum, August, 2011.

publication, it would be in the public 
interest for the government to involve 
experts in consumer choice to assist them 
in identifying the information required and 
how it is presented to the public.1� In fact, 
policy makers have already enlisted the 
help of such consumer choice experts as 
they work to create the KIS, which is very 
encouraging. 

3. Be tempting
One way of encouraging more students 
to access the KIS is to offer their schools 
incentives. For example, the coalition’s new 
bursary scheme (which replaced the now 
abolished EMA) includes a ‘discretionary 
fund’ for schools and colleges to hand 
out to disadvantaged youths. Perhaps 
a better alternative would be use some 
of the discretionary fund to give schools 
extra money to create lessons devoted to 
exploring the costs and benefits of higher 
education. As an extra incentive, school 
(and even pupil) log ons to the KIS could be 
tracked and schools which make a real effort 
to engage their students in this information 
set rewarded. With the abolition of services 
like Aim Higher – which aimed to widen 
participation in higher education by raising 
the aspirations and developing the abilities 
of young people from under represented 
groups, but which was abolished by the 
coalition in 2010 – and Connexions, the state 
sponsored careers service which has been 
put into hibernation until September 2012 
– it is all the more important to encourage 
the most vulnerable young people to access 
information to help them make decisions 
which could have a dramatic impact on their 
future. Involving their teachers and schools 
is a key component of this.

4. Be careful
As well as the KIS, the coalition plans 
to provide information about careers to 
individuals in their school years. They will 
work with the Education and Employers 
Taskforce charity on ‘Inspiring the Future’,16 
whereby 100,000 role models will be 
employed to visit schools and describe their 
career choice to students, with information 
on their experiences, education, and 
pathways to this career. There will also be 
an all age careers advice service which 
will include open evenings and events 
and past students talking to schools about 
1� C Nicholson, C, “Your Choice: How to get better public 

services”, Centre Forum, July 2011
16 See www.educationandemployers.org/what-we-are-

doing/inspiring-the-future
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their achievements. A further initiative has 
involved graduates visiting thousands of 
schools to explain the new student finance 
system. Again, these initiatives, which aim 
to get information into the hands of young 
people, are to be applauded.

However, there may even be some negative 
implications from information being 
presented in this way. Nguyen undertook 
an experiment which gave the parents of 
schoolchildren statistics on wage returns 
to schooling, but also used role models to 
present information to the parents about 
their success after completing school.17 
Nguyen found the role model to have no 
impact in almost all cases, and actually to 
undermine the pure statistics intervention 
since individuals may have less certainty 
about their individual returns after seeing 
a role model, and so dismiss the statistics. 
In other words, individuals may fear that 
if they are different to the role model in 
personality and ambition, they will not 
achieve the same benefits as he or she has, 
and will therefore decide that the statistical 
information is not credible or relevant to 
them either. 

Whilst this is just one study, and not a 
definitive critique of role models, the 
coalition would do well to study existing 
research when deciding which information 
strategies to adopt.

5. Be prepared to intervene 
Finally, it may be the case that young people 
from certain backgrounds simply will not 
access the information available to them, 
and therefore may continue to make poor 
decisions, such as deciding not to attend 
university, or to attend universities that 
they are over qualified for.

In this case, the government should not 
simply abandon these young people but 
look at alternatives. An alternative to 
attempting to encourage individuals to 
access information to help them make 
good decisions, is to intervene, by making 
at least one decision on their behalf. One 
way of doing this is to automatically enrol 
individuals into an institution – preferably 
one of the best institutions they are qualified 
for. There are several examples of so called 
‘automatic enrolment’ in higher education. 
For example in Texas, the top ten percent of 
pupils at every high school (based on exam 
results) are given automatic enrolment to 

17 T Nguyen ‘Information, role models and perceived returns 
to education: experimental evidence from Madagascar, 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, January 2008.

college, including the highly prestigious 
University of Texas at Austin. This, in 
conjunction with automatic completion of 
maintenance grant and loan application 
forms could help ensure that students who 
did not access the information from the 
KIS or via other means do not simply fall 
through the net.

Whilst the government are unlikely to 
enforce such legislation given the autonomy 
of UK higher education institutions over 
their admissions processes, it could be 
encouraged through relaxing quotas on the 
top 10% of students from each school (in a 
similar way to the relaxation of quotas on 
AAB students). 

However, such schemes often have 
unintended consequences. A study by 
Long & Tienda (2008) showed that the Texas 
law resulted in displacement of students 
from the prestigious Texas universities to 
lesser institutions, as guaranteed students 
squeezed them out.18 But conversely, the 
law did not result in a large increase in 
the proportion of minority students at 
prestigious universities in Texas.

This may be because it is not always the case 
that the top ten percent in each school are  
the ones most in need of help. However, the 
Sutton Trust (2009) recommends this course 
of action as a means to motivate students 
who perform well early on, and encourage 
them to continue beyond GCSE level to A-
levels and HE (the report points out that in 
2007 for example 3�,000 pupils in England 
aged 19 with eight or more GCSEs graded 
A*-C did not go on to take A-levels). 

Perhaps a better alternative would be to 
provide students with key information at 
the point of their GCSE results. For example, 
alongside their GCSE results, students who 
achieved a certain minimum standard (e.g. 
the English Baccalaureate - defined as 5 
or more good GCSEs including English, 
maths, two sciences, a modern language, 
and one of history or geography) could be 
given details of the top five universities 
that those with the same GCSE results are 
proportionately most likely to go to. 

18 M Long & M Tienda ‘Winners and Losers: Changes in 
Texas University Admissions Post-Hopwood’, Educational 
Evaluation and Policy Analysis, vol 30 no 3, September 
2008
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Conclusion
The coalition aims to put students at the 
heart of the higher education system. It will 
do so by providing information to let the 
decisions of students drive the HE sector. 
But not all students are willing or able to 
engage with the information on offer, 
particularly those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds who have little experience of 
university and of what types of information 
may be important. This may mean that while 
certain students will benefit substantially, 
others will be left behind.

If the government really wants to improve 
the standing of the most disadvantaged 
individuals in society it must be willing to 
use information in a bolder way, to make 
information ubiquitous, to incentivise 
individuals to access information and if all 
else fails, to intervene.

In this paper we have presented a five point 
plan outlining how the government can do 
this imaginatively and effectively. 


