
 

 
 

 

About PEP 
The Postgraduate Experience Project was one of 20 projects funded through HEFCE’s £25m Phase 1 Postgraduate Support Scheme 
that was designed to test ways of supporting progression into taught postgraduate education in England. A description of PEP can 
be found in Briefing Paper 1. This briefing paper reports the headline findings highlighting the concerns and anxieties of PGT STEM 
students in the Entry to Study Survey (September/October 2014) and the Finance Survey (June 2015) and the support they felt 
would have been helpful. Where appropriate it draws on findings from other research activities within PEP.  

Concerns and anxieties about starting PGT study 
Respondents who completed the Entry to Study Survey (1,235) were asked what they felt confident about in starting their studies 
and whether they had any concerns or anxieties. Table 1 below lists what they reported they were confident about, which 
included coping with travel to university; looking after their health and welfare and making friends.  Table 2 highlights the 
concerns they had which included coping with the level of study required; difficulties fitting the course around work commitments 
and lack of confidence around their ability to study and finances.  
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Although the Entry to Study Survey suggested that respondents were confident about coping with travel to university, the Focus 
Groups undertaken in March 2015 with scholarship and non-scholarship students highlighted that anxiety levels caused by the 
challenges of commuting to university in time for classes and the relatively high cost of travel. Coping with the commute was also 
cited by the respondents in the Withdrawal Survey (Group E) as a key factor in withdrawing from their studies. When the Entry to 
Study Survey asked respondents to state what support might help reduce their anxiety levels in this area, a range of suggestions 
were provided. These are listed in themes in Table 3. 
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Finance concerns and anxieties during PGT study 
Financial concerns and anxieties were followed up in Finance Survey.  Of the aggregate sample (933), 75.7% reported that they 
were experiencing some kind of anxiety with 38.4% reporting that they were very anxious/anxious. When the anxiety levels were 
examined by student characteristics, UK domiciled students reported higher levels of financial anxiety compared to those who 
were EU and OS and UK non-scholarship respondents were significantly more very anxious in comparison to EU/OS respondents 
(see Figure 1).  There was a direct correlation with financial anxiety and higher study debt levels (see Briefing Paper 6).             
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For 73.3%, a discount for being a UK graduate with at least a 
2:1 classification would have been an enticement (see Table 
6). Graduates do not stay at the university where they did 
their undergraduate degree for a number of reasons 
including: it does not offer the course they require; they 
have been out of study for a few years or do not live in the 
area anymore. This type of discount could help re-energise 
and sustain the market through providing viable financial 
incentives for a potential student or an employer looking to 
upskill their workforce. 

 
Expenses and payment of bills 
When asked about the expenses incurred whilst undertaking Master’s level study (excluding the fees) unsurprisingly cost of 
accommodation, transport and meals were cited as the 3 main expenses, followed by text books, print costs and the purchase of 
IT related software and equipment. When asked whether they had experienced any issues relating to the payment of bills, the 
primary ones cited by respondents were that they were late in paying or being unable to pay accommodation, transport and food 
costs (see Table 4). There were no significant domiciled differences although more OS respondents reported difficulties in paying 
their rent and UK domiciled being unable to pay existing debt. 
Table 4 

 
 

Financial difficulties relating to living expenses and the payment of fees were cited in the top 3 reasons for dropping out of study 
by Group E in the Withdrawal Survey (see Briefing Paper 4). 
 

Support required 
When asked what support would have been helpful, the respondents were considered and circumspect in their answers. Help with 
accommodation, transport costs and meals were common replies (see Table 5). A discount on fees was highlighted by 22.6% of the 
aggregate sample as a positive means of support. Some of the PEP partner universities do give alumni discounts, but for those 
students who have chosen their local university to undertake study and are not alumni, this is a benefit that they cannot access.  
When asked what level of fee discount would be an incentive to undertake study, 10% was the figure cited as making a difference.  
Table 5 

   
        * See PEP’s UKGrADS Initiative handout 
Support received 
The support which respondents reported that they had received from their university included: 29.6% obtaining a fee discount of 
some kind; 7.6% getting subsidised field trips; 5% receiving a bursary/grant and 4.1% obtaining help with transport costs.  
 

Issues for further consideration 
Anxiety impacts on the ability of a student to succeed. PGT STEM respondents within PEP report that they have to contend with 
high levels of anxiety in relation to their study. Unfortunately, as PSS Phase 1 is coming to an end, PEP will not able to continue to 
ascertain the level of anxiety of students who have graduated under the undergraduate £9K a year scheme and how it impacts on 
their ability to engage with, progress and succeed in their studies. This briefing paper suggests the type of support which could 
potentially make a difference to the experience of students. However, this may not reflect the attitudes and opinions of future 
cohorts with higher levels of debt and therefore consideration of various financial support mechanisms, such as fee discounts and 
help with other study costs need further exploration. The final report containing the detailed findings will be published late 
October 2015.   
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When asked if any financial concerns had 
impacted on the completion of their studies: 
 77.8% (723) had managed financially 
 7.3% (73) had considered withdrawing 
 5.6%  (52) had considered intermitting/taking 

time out due to financial pressures 
 1.8% (16) had moved from FT to PT (8) and PT 

to FT (8) to financially cope 
 0.8% (8) had withdrawn (6) or intermitted (2) 

due to financial issues. 
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