
In November 2024 the Carnegie Trust for the Universities of Scotland commissioned Ipsos UK to 
carry out survey research to measure public knowledge and views on higher education funding 
and access in Scotland. 

The survey was administered through the Ipsos KnowledgePanel, a random probability online 
survey panel. Fieldwork took place between 5 and 11 December 2024. In total 1,057 interviews 
were achieved with adults aged 18+ living in Scotland. 

The research aimed to provide a baseline understanding of public awareness of higher education 
funding in Scotland, exploring views on the value of university education, access to university 
education, and how post-school education is funded.  The full report is available on the Trust's 
website.  

Although the survey principally focused on perceptions of  university undergraduate funding, the 
findings offer insights into public priorities for the wider tertiary system and its outcomes. 

The perceived value of higher education is strongly linked to employability and skills; 
while a majority of Scots consider university to be worthwhile, a degree is not 
necessarily considered essential for success. 

• A majority of the Scottish public (63%) viewed attending university as worthwhile 
nowadays  . Key reasons for this were to gain essential skills and training for a specific 
career (67%) and to improve the chances of getting a higher paid or better job (66%). 
Among those who did not consider university to be worthwhile (15%), the most 
common reason given was that apprenticeships were a better route (49%). 

• In regard to the value of higher education, around two thirds (64%) agreed that an 
undergraduate degree is an impressive achievement. However, a university degree was 
largely not viewed as essential for future success. A majority (79%) agreed that a 
university degree is not essential for getting a good job in the future, while almost half 
(49%) felt that studying courses with no clear career path would be a waste of time. 

Views on access to university are mixed, with the cost of living broadly seen as a barrier 
facing students from low-income households and disadvantaged backgrounds, in 
particular. 

• A majority (54%) agreed that Scottish universities are inclusive and diverse, while just 
11% disagreed. Views were more mixed on how accessible universities in Scotland 
are. While 44% agreed that anyone in Scotland who wants to attend university can do 
so, almost as many (43%) agreed that too many people in Scotland face barriers to 
going to university. 
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• The cost of living was cited as the main barrier to applying for or attending university 
in Scotland (72%). Reflecting this, students from low-income households (65%) and 
from disadvantaged backgrounds (55%) were considered the most likely groups to 
face barriers when applying to or attending university in Scotland  

Knowledge of how university education is funded in Scotland is relatively low, but 
support for some form of Scottish Government support is widespread. 

• Knowledge of how university education is funded in Scotland was fairly low. Overall, 
two thirds (65%) felt they knew just a little or nothing about it, while just over a third 
(35%) knew a great deal or fair amount. 

• There  was widespread support for some form of Scottish Government support to 
cover the cost of tuition. However, the public were divided as to whether the Scottish 
Government should cover costs for all first-time undergraduate students living in 
Scotland (44%) or should cover costs for first-time undergraduate students on low 
incomes, while those whose households can afford it pay at least some of the cost of 
tuition (43%).  

• Just under half of participants (48%) supported the idea of charging university tuition 
fees based on ability to pay, with students from lower-income households paying 
less or not paying at all, and students from higher- income households paying more  

Nevertheless, there is openness to alternative funding approaches, particularly those 
that prioritise disadvantaged groups or that address skills shortages. 

• Among those who supported some form of Scottish Government support, students 
from low-income households (65%), students studying courses in areas where there 
are skills shortages (59%), and students from disadvantaged backgrounds (52%) 
were identified as groups who should be prioritised for funding. There was also 
majority support for any Scottish Government support to include both full-time and 
part-time students. 

The Scottish public’s priorities for funding post-school education reflect the 
importance placed on employability, equitable access and skills development. 

• Participants ’ top priorities for Scottish Government funding in post-school education 
generally were apprenticeship places in key areas such as trades or accountancy 
(61%), grants/bursaries for those from low income or disadvantaged households 
(50%), and opportunities for working-age adults on low incomes to upskill and retrain 
for higher-paid jobs (43%).  

• Just over a quarter (26%) identified university tuition fees for all first-time 
undergraduates as a priority for Scottish Government funding. 


