


Crystal balls
(and fish)



Hunting & fishing

HUNTING

Identifying objectives 
and a plan to achieve 

them – strategic 
planning.

FISHING

Responding when 
opportunities and 

threats come along – 
forecasting.

This is a session about 
fishing – identifying 

the big (national) 
things that are 

coming so you can 
assure yourself that 

the SU is ready to 
respond.







01 Cost of living this winter

A winter price shock – but 
maintenance is frozen
• Energy, fuel and food all rising into term (food inflation 

6–10%); maintenance locked at +2.71%, below CPI
• Students hit hardest – minimum income need (~£21k) is 

roughly double the maximum loan

Universities are cutting support as 
need climbs
• Bursary cuts up to 27% of providers (from 15%); 

hardship cuts to 13%; OfS settlement down ~£200m
• SUs quietly absorbing the gap – an invisible, uncosted 

subsidy

Food banks are becoming permanent 
campus furniture
• 63% of universities run a food bank, 59% issue vouchers – two-

thirds fronted by SUs
• Free food being curbed; ~half of students say hunger has hit their 

studies, four in ten too cold to focus

The decisions that shape next year could 
be being made now
• University budgets set May–July; autumn Budget and energy 

support designed on targeting that misses students
• Issues: Hardship/bursary lines, contract-check energy clauses, fix 

cost-of-living information







02 Students at work

Student working has surged into something structural
• Term-time working hit ~two-thirds (68%) by 2025, up from 45% in 2022; 

average paid hours roughly doubled to ~9/week

• It's need, not lifestyle – best-supported students still work 20+ hrs/week for 
basics, and 20+ hrs = ~20% less likely to get a good degree

But demand for work now outstrips supply
• ~90% of applicants expect to work in term time (34% over 16 hrs), yet only 

~65% of current students manage it – too few jobs, plus timetabling and 
workload

• A third pick a course/uni because the timetable allows work; earnings now 
equal the maintenance loan as a funding source

Students will get blamed for rising NEET numbers
• The Milburn review ties youth inactivity to a thinning entry-level market; 

students and graduate-route holders circle the same "chairs"

• But its Labour Force Survey data can't see students – purpose-built surveys 
show working high and climbing fast

The graduate route is the pressure point – and it's being 
cut
• International students work more, not less; ~350–450k graduate-route 

holders sit mostly in entry-level, not graduate, jobs

• Route cut to 18 months from January 2027; the graduate NEET rise is 
concentrated among international graduates

Zero hours contracts
• Zero and low hours contracts are all but being banned, you get guaranteed 

hours based on your average over 12 weeks

• But the proposals haven’t factored in term-time working and jobs may end 
up scarce

The lever – and the SU role
• Restoring maintenance is the one self-inflicted, in-reach fix – but it reaches 

only home students, so it's partial

• SUs: map the local job market, rights-at-work advice, a student jobs 
strategy/good-employer charter, timetable reform, watch guaranteed-hours 
risk







03 A new duty to treat students fairly (OfS Condition C6)

A real "treat students fairly" duty arrives
• From autumn 2026, universities must actually treat students fairly – not just "have regard to" consumer-law 

guidance
• Seven principles, a list of things they must do, a list they must never do, and key documents on one findable 

webpage

It matters because the current deal leaves students powerless
• Only ~half can describe their rights (44% of undergraduates); 36% wouldn't complain because they doubt it 

changes anything; 18% have heard of OfS
• Learned helplessness – students who follow the proper channels watch nothing change

But the rule is aimed at fixing providers, not empowering students
• It targets provider conduct, not the demand side – no active rights education, no usable individual remedies
• Publication self-certifies; small cumulative course changes slip the threshold



Preparing for the fish

• At any one time, what is the “list” of fishing issues for you, 
your area and/or your organisation?

• What are the scenarios you can develop on how the items on 
the list could impact your organisation or your students and 
staff?

• How can you allocate these amongst the team? What more 
do you need to know?

• What else can you do to prepare for those scenarios, 
involving all?

• Are you confident that you are “prepared” for when they 
come along?



Crystal balls


