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Population,  
mid-2010

Gross value added as  
% of UK total, 2010

GVA (£ billion),  
2010

GVA per capita  
(£000s), 2010

Scotland 5,222,100 8.3 105.6 20.2

Wales 3,006,430 3.6 45.5 15.1

England 52,234,045 85.9 1,095.6 21.0

Northern Ireland 1,799,392 2.2 28.2 15.7

Total teaching  
funding per FTE  

student, 2009-10

Total student  
population,  

2010-11 

% of HE  students 
from outside UK, 

2009-10

Ucas non-EU  
applications by  

30 January 2012

Average satisfaction 
score in National 

Student Survey 
2011

% of higher education 
 students from lower 

socio-economic  
backgrounds

Scotland £7,144 221,075 18.6 10,418 84.8 26.4

Wales £6,416 131,005 18.8 3,498 81.8 30.7

England £7,098 2,097,215 16.0 40,521 83.1 30.9

Northern Ireland £6,549 52,000 11.4 514 85.3 39.1

The nITTy-grITTy: naTIonal hIgher eDuCaTIon sysTeMs CoMPareD 

aDDIng Value: naTIonal ConTrIbuTIons To The uK eConoMy

considered in Wales when, last September,  
the Scottish Funding Council wrote to the 
University of Dundee and the University of 
Abertay Dundee asking them to consider 
merging. 

But after a hostile response from both 
 institutions, the SFC issued a statement  
saying that the merger was not in prospect.

“The [Holyrood] government will never 
try that again,” predicts  Ferdinand von 
Prond zynski, principal of Robert Gordon 
University.  

To what extent does the age of institutions 
affect their success? Scotland’s academy 
has, of course, a 400-year head start on 

that of Wales. Four of Scotland’s top five 
THE-ranked institutions – the  University  
of Edinburgh (founded in 1582), the Univer-
sity of St Andrews (1413), the University of 
Glasgow (1451) and the University of Aber-
deen (1495) – are older than all other UK 
institutions bar the universities of Oxford and 
Cambridge. As a mark of their antiquity, the 
15th-century universities do not rely on royal 
charters but papal bulls. 

Wales entered the fray only in 1822 with 
the opening of what became the University  

of Wales, Lampeter. In 2009, the institution 
merged with Trinity University College to 
become the University of Wales Trinity Saint 
David; Trinity Saint David is now expected  
to merge with Swansea Metropolitan Univer-
sity and the University of Wales. 

Age can have an impact on ranking 
 positions, says Roger Brown, professor of 
higher education policy at Liverpool Hope 
University, because a high-ranking position 
“usually correlates quite well with income per 
student and the length of time an institution 
has had its own degree-awarding powers”. 

“Not surprisingly, the elite universities  
tend to be old,” wrote Jamil Salmi, former 
tertiary education coordinator at the  
World Bank, in an analysis for the recent 
THE 100 Under 50 rankings. But, he went  
on to say, there are examples of universities 
that have “achieved national and even global 
pre-eminence in a few decades, sometimes 
fewer than three”, as a result of their having 
the right “financial mechanisms; strong 
governance; and a concentration of talent”. 

Meanwhile, Scotland maintains a healthy 
culture of respect for the university that  
is perhaps weaker in England or Wales, 
Gummett suggests. During Scotland’s 

18th-century Enlightenment, new thought 
was often incubated in universities that were 
already hundreds of years old. “If you walk 
up the Royal Mile in Edinburgh, there’s 
[a statue of] David Hume on one side and 
Adam Smith on the other”, he says.

While it is clear that many of Scotland’s 
universities are elite, they have also been criti-
cised for being too exclusive. Last month,  
the National Union of Students highlighted 
statistics showing that in 2010-11 just 2.7 per 
cent of Scottish entrants (13 students) to 
St Andrews hailed from the country’s least 
affluent 20 per cent of postcode districts. The 
proportions at Aberdeen (3.1 per cent) and 
Edinburgh (5 per cent) were not hugely better.

The representative body Universities Scot-
land says that the institutions are improving 
their outreach work, and that a big gap in 
exam ination attainment has made it difficult 
to recruit the poorest students. Holyrood is 
currently looking to introduce fines for 
 universities that do not hit targets on access. 

Wales does better than Scotland in this 
respect, with a higher proportion of students 
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.

Both Scotland and Wales face uncertainty 
as England introduces higher tuition 
fees, Hepi argues in its recent report. 

If English students turn their backs on 
either country, their financial plans could  
be vulnerable. The proportion of students 
from England studying in Wales (41.4 per 
cent) is much higher than in Scotland 
(13.6 per cent), making the Welsh sector  
more exposed to  fluctuations in demand.  

Both the Cardiff and Edinburgh adminis-
trations hope that the flow of students 
between the home nations will remain 
roughly the same. 

Statistics released in January by the  
Universities and Colleges Admissions Service 
show a big drop in English applicants to 
Welsh universities (12.3 per cent). Despite 
fears that the longer – and therefore more 
costly – Scottish four-year degree would  
put English students off in the age of higher 
fees, the number of applicants from south  
of the border declined by just 5.6 per cent, 
less than for England. 

Regardless of student number flows,  
and despite the settlement achieved by 
 Scottish vice-chancellors, the move from 
a teaching grant model to tuition fees in 
England could hit both Scotland and  

Wales in the pocket. Fee income, unlike  
funding council grant, is not a type of spend-
ing taken into account by the Barnett 
formula, so the devolved nations will get  
less as direct funding is cut, the Hepi report 
explains. 

Then there is the question of independence. 
As the SNP gears up for a referendum on the 
issue in 2014, it may be treating the sector 
with kid gloves, says Gummett. 

“It’s very important not to under estimate 
the concern among the SNP not to upset 
anyone [before 2014],” he says, his implica-
tion being that after that date, mergers and 
cuts could return to the agenda with a 
vengeance.

And if Scotland decides to break free of  
the UK, this could cost the country’s research. 
Independence would probably mean that 
 Scotland could no longer access the coffers  
of Research Councils UK, from which it 
currently draws a disproportionately large 
amount of money, says Trench. 

If Scotland were getting more out of a 
post-independence research council system 
than it was putting in, why would England, 
Wales and Northern Ireland allow it 
con tinuing access to the funds? 

By 2014-15, Scotland expects to be  
bringing in £55 million a year from tuition 
fees from rest-of-UK students. If it chooses 
independence and becomes another member 
of the European Union, however, English 
students would become just another type  
of EU entrant. As a result, it seems likely  
that Scottish universities would have to 
charge them the same price as Scots – mean-
ing either a loss of income or the politically 
unpalatable solution of raising fees for  
everyone. On the other hand, independence 
would give Scotland full tax-raising powers 
that it could use to invest more in its 
academy. 

Whither Wales? Despite the public bicker-
ing of the past year, Wilkinson says that 
Welsh universities are broadly behind the 
merger agenda set out by HEFCW. And  
plans to reconfigure the sector are “not  
about fixing problems, but [rather] making 
sure that our higher education system is as 
good as it can be”, she argues. 

“There’s a lot of cross-party support for 
the universities. I think everyone’s working  
in the same direction.” Whether the reforms 
will end unflattering comparisons with 
 Scotland is another matter. l
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Gross value added is similar to gross domestic product, but minus taxes and including subsidies on products




