
 
 
Universities Scotland’s vision for the future of universities  

Our vision for the future of universities is one that is fairer, future-proof and funded 
sustainably.  

The status quo is failing. There are many reasons for that, but Universities Scotland is in no 
doubt that the current trajectory of public funding into university teaching and research has 
created a dangerous over-reliance on cross-subsidy that leaves students, staff and institutions 
highly vulnerable. Scotland needs to chart its own course towards a sustainable future for 
universities in order to protect the higher education and skills development, world-class 
research and innovation they deliver. A new kind of conversation will require bravery from all 
involved. That applies equally to the leadership of Scotland’s universities, to politicians, 
students, unions, employers and others. Doing so also presents us all with an opportunity to 
consider what we want and will need from our universities for the next few decades and to 
design that future together. 

The challenges Scotland faces with HE funding are similar to those grappled with by other 
nations. However, the solutions to those challenges must be specific to the Scottish context. 
We cannot cut-and-paste a funding model from elsewhere, and hope it fits. Scotland’s diverse 
and distinctive university sector is a big part of its success and we see that distinctiveness 
continuing long into Scotland’s future. 

The future of Scotland’s universities should be:  

• Fairer. Students – both present and future - must be at the centre. Any change to university 
funding levels and funding methodologies has to go hand in hand with changes to student 
finance. The sector has successfully widened access over the last ten years but there is 
significant scope to make the current model of funding and finance more progressive to 
better support that aim; the independent review of Student Finance and Wellbeing (2024) 
thought so too. Universalism does not deliver equity for students with the least socio-
economic capital. It is those students for example that currently carry the highest levels of 
loan debt.  
 

• Future-proof. Fundamental change to higher education funding typically happens every 15-
20 years. We need to acknowledge that higher education will look and feel distinctly 
different in 2045. Scotland will experience a significant demographic shift from 2030, with 
the number of school-leavers expected to drop. The process of change has to start over the 
next Parliament. The future economy is dependent on an ageing workforce engaging in  a 
continuous process of lifelong learning. We will need to encourage, even incentivize, a 
greater proportion of our existing workforce - at all stages of life - to reskill and upskill. The 
current university funding and student finance models are largely configured around the 
needs of young, full-time undergraduate students. This will need attention. If we’re going to 
need respond to demographic shifts over the coming decades, we should also take the 
opportunity to be proactive and consider, with our stakeholders, what we want from our 
universities well into the future. 



 
 

 
• Funded sustainably and de-risked. There is plentiful evidence that universities are  under-

funded for the teaching of “home” students and delivery of research [IFS 2024]. The model is 
now over-reliant on cross-subsidy from international income, leaving the sector over-
exposed to financial risk. The quantum of resource going into universities must increase if 
the aim is to sustain the current volume of teaching, research, and innovation. Meaningful 
change cannot be secured through greater efficiency as the sector has  already delivered 
extensive savings from over a decade’s worth of joint procurement and shared services. 
Whilst universities remain committed to this agenda, regrettably we are increasingly faced 
with less desirable cost mitigations, which shrink the sector and its economic contribution. 
Universities are open to looking at the future size, shape and configuration of the sector as 
part of a strategic approach, but that conversation should be driven by the desire to 
enhance high quality education, research, and innovation outcomes, rather than by 
immediate financial necessity.   

A note on scope. Almost all of the public debate around university funding concentrates on 
how to fund the education of Scottish undergraduates. University funding needs to be 
considered from a whole-institution perspective, encompassing postgraduate study, research, 
innovation and the university estate. It is also important that the financial future of Scotland’s 
universities considers and supports their regional, national and international roles. Whilst the 
over-reliance on international cross-subsidy in the current model needs to be addressed, there 
is much that is highly positive about universities’ international impact, and institutions will 
remain international in their missions. Solutions found to solve the problems at home, here in 
Scotland, must be compatible with universities’ international activity in order for the wider 
economic, social and reputational benefits of higher education, as accrued to Scotland, to 
continue. 

 

Universities Scotland will be publishing further material related to the future of university 
funding over the next few weeks and months. Visit our website to stay up to date: 
www.universities-scotland.ac.uk  
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