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This is a brief overview of the Cumberland Lodge Conference ‘The consumer ethos in universities today; an opportunity for renewal?’  Each point made in this summary records a significant theme of one of the speakers, but does not record the discussion and differences of opinion generated by the idea. This overview is clearly not intended to make any conclusions, but just to indicate some lines of thought which were explored at the conference. As the conference operated under Chatham House Rule comments here have not been attributed. 

The international and national context 

The UK is a knowledge based economy and faces competition from the US, Continental Europe, India and China. Employers are unsentimental about where research is done; they will go wherever there is excellence and value for money. 

International league tables suggest that the UK has good higher education institutions compared to other countries. The autonomy of our universities is enviable and our multi-disciplinary approach is particularly good for encouraging innovation and creativity. The UK needs to sell its distinctiveness. 

The need to have a highly skilled work force to maintain our place in the global economy is the underlying reason for the expansion of higher education.

Technology is both driving and assisting the changing demands on higher education.

The Open University is in consortium with various international and African partners to provide primary school teachers and students access learning materials via hand-held technology. 

Technology has enabled the dissemination and exchange of knowledge to be immediate, geographical boundaries are fast becoming redundant, and social networks are easily created. 

Development in Africa is not possible without a major renewal of the African university. There will also need to be more Open and distance education, e-learning and private provision. 

The government has concerns about maintaining the health of a number of strategically important subjects, such as nursing and engineering. Student demand has always been a factor in determining the number of places provided in any subject – that won’t change.

The Leitch report says to meet anticipated skill requirements we will need 40% of the workforce to be at graduate level by 2020. There is a real need to re-skill those who have studied in the past, as well as training new graduates. 

The additional income from fees will be 1 % of Oxford’s income per annum. The fees will not solve the university’s financial problems. However Oxford has comparatively few undergraduates. An alternative view is that variable tuition fees will add £1.35 billion to most universities’ income, which will make a real difference. 

Less than a half of graduates enter the engineering profession. One problem seems to be that work previously done by engineering graduates is being taken to other countries. 

The Student as consumer

Students want good value, good prospects and good times; they have a variety of considerations when deciding which university to attend. 

Students are increasingly alert to their job prospects and the economic value of degree offerings. 

Increasingly, students are demanding legally binding contracts with their universities. The reciprocal is also true. 

With the consumer ethos students are becoming more litigious, but universities should be unafraid to respond robustly, telling students if they are wrong. 

Every year, for the last 20 years, only about 14 % of students from socio-economic group E have gone to University. The current financing arrangements have not yet produced a more equitable access to higher education.

To get young people from disadvantaged backgrounds into university more needs to be done at the school level. 

With better funding of higher education there can be more imaginative possibilities for teaching, assessment and research. 

There is a danger students will see themselves as buying a product and demand the marks to get a 2:1. 

Variable fees might mean the poorest students choose their courses on price, not quality. They might also choose institutions that are close to home to save on living expenses. 

The attitudes of the ‘student as consumer’ vary among age groups. Thus, 18 - 24 year olds have low expectations of customer service; 25 - 55 year olds are highly demanding and unforgiving; over 55 year olds are more tolerant and good mannered. 

Do students choose their degree on the basis of the product at the end, or is the service they get in the process of doing their course an important consideration? Particular financial and familial circumstances may also be important considerations for students. 

Students have more information – they don’t need to rely only on marketing publications. Universities need to be less afraid of what their customers are saying on blogs; they need to move from brochures to conversation. 

Students have different needs and would benefit from a more diverse system. 

Many educational institutions, including The Open University, have begun to introduce student portfolios, individual learning accounts and other innovations that personalise education. 

Higher education is also beneficial to individuals because it helps to create more tolerant, active citizens who are, for example, more involved in their children’s education. 

It is estimated that for every £1 spent on higher education there is about a £4 return for the student. On average a graduate earns £100 000 to £120 000 more after tax over their life-time than a comparable non-graduate. However, are past returns a guide to future returns? 

The fee loan of £3000 is the same for everyone, with additional financial assistance through non-replayable grants available for those from low income families. They may also receive bursaries from HEIs. The rate of interest is the rate of inflation, and the amount of repayment is related to earnings, not to what is owed. This means low income graduates may never repay. These financial arrangements aim to encourage those from lower economic backgrounds to go to university by sharing the financial risk with the taxpayer. 

Should fees be the subject of means testing? Students of 18 are still members of families, so, arguably, parental wealth is relevant. But equally there is an argument to link the student’s financial contribution to graduate earnings alone. However, there are some indications that potential students from love income families tend to over-estimate the cost of higher education and underestimate the benefits which supports the case for giving greater financial help to those from low-income families. 

To make the most of the ‘consumer ethos in universities’ it is necessary to have the right paradigm. The relationship between the customer and service provider is not a simple transaction, when the student pays the money and gets the goods. Rather, the relationship is like that between a fitness instructor and a gym member. The customer pays money to be retrained, but if he or she does not put in effort, they will be unfit at the end. The trainer should know how to train effectively, be professional and not do anything that is dangerous, dishonest, or unfair. The customer has the right to seek legal redress if the training is inadequate. 

Universities 

The most important roles of a university are education and knowledge generation. Do these work together or is there a need for a trade off? For example, do research and teaching excellence complement each other?  

Some say researchers are buying themselves out of teaching because they regard it as an inferior activity. 

There is an asymmetry between research and teaching funding, and the uniform rates of teaching funding are not adequate. This means department staff spend less time preparing lessons and more time seeking research funding. However better teaching is important to help those from disadvantaged backgrounds overcome the deficiencies of their earlier education. Universities need to consider how they reward all activities necessary for achieving their mission.

There is substantial economic return, individually and nationally, from higher education. These economic gains make its role in social justice and development crucially important.

While increased fees mean the ‘sticker’ price for a degree appears to have gone up, there are now no up-front fees and better loans and grants, so the actual cost has gone down. The state is paying more for what is still, in the main, an inherited middle class privilege. 

Universities have an invaluable cultural role as they help to maintain an open democratic society. 

We should not think of universities having just one USP. Each university needs to work out its own USPs and then how can it be the best.

Marketing helps define the university; images need to reflect the value of a particular institution.

There is no such things as the best university; the market will decide whether or not a university will attract students and funding; universities need to work at distinguishing themselves. 

University league tables need to recognise different kinds of excellence. 

The university sector is consumed by misplaced snobbery. It is a mistake to define someone according to a prejudice against the institution where they studied. 

Students and families will buy prestige and esteem, but not necessarily a better education. 

The UK is the 5th in terms of economic prominence but it does not have a world class skills base. One sixth of those who finish school do not have the literacy skills of an 11 year old. 

14 year olds are now being offered the chance to do a vocational diploma, how will this map against what universities want as admission qualifications? 

With the ‘consumer ethos’ there is a danger that academic success will be a function of ‘market’ signals, not scholarly values; that research will be driven by what commercial purchasers want; and that standards will fall and core values will be undermined as students are given what they want. 

The ‘student as consumer’ could drive the improvement of teaching quality. 

If universities are to be more than training schools and research labs, they need to maintain a strong commitment to reasoned and open argument. 

Why are universities not better at providing life long learning and executive education? There is increasing demand for this, and universities should do more to enter this market. 

Sandra Willson

Director, Cumberland Lodge Conferences
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