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This winter, by the numbers

Food price inflation is forecast to hit 9–10 per cent by December (FDF) –
putting UK food prices 50 per cent higher than at the start of the 2021 crisis. 

Pasta, eggs, frozen veg and beef already up by more than half.

Britain is heading for its worst cereal harvest since records began – wholesale 
tomatoes up 60 per cent, potatoes up 40 per cent – and commodity rises take 

three to six months to reach the shelves. They land in autumn term.

The energy price cap rose 13 per cent on 1 July. The October cap – the one 
students pay across the autumn – is forecast higher again. Heating oil has 

roughly doubled.

Maintenance: max up 2.71 per cent. Median up 1.2 per cent.
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We have future-proofed our maintenance offer by 
confirming that we will increase maintenance loans in line 
with forecast inflation every academic year. This will 
provide students with long-term financial certainty on the 
support they will receive while studying and ensure that 
students from the lowest income families receive the 
largest year-on-year cash increases in support. 

Maximum loans for living costs for undergraduate students 
will increase by 2.71% for the 2026/27 academic year.
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EqIA notes that in the HEPI/Advance HE Student 
Academic Experience Survey 2025, 68 per cent of 
students were in paid employment during term time 

in 2025, up from 56 per cent in 2024.

But on reasons for working: proportion citing 
“supplementing living costs” fell from 74 per cent 
to 61 per cent, while those citing work experience 

and career exploration rose.

“The sharp increase in employment can be 
attributed more to an increase in students wishing 

to gain work experience and explore possible career 
paths than to help cover the costs of study.
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SAES is a survey of 
undergraduates that includes 

all four nations, degree 
apprentices and international 

students. 

If DfE had bothered to 
commission any data of its 

own since 2021 it might have a 
more accurate picture, but we 

are where we are.
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students.

4 percentage points rise overall in students 
working to supplement living costs over two 

years. 

Students domiciled in England saw a larger 
increase, as did BAME students (nearly 

double the overall average). 

Students in POLAR4 quintile 1 areas – those 
with the lowest rates of participation in 
higher education – saw a 7pp increase, 

compared to +2.6pp for quintile 5. 

Disabled students rose +5.5pp.
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Students in POLAR4 quintile 1 areas – those 
with the lowest rates of participation in 
higher education – saw a 7pp increase, 

compared to +2.6pp for quintile 5. 

Disabled students rose +5.5pp.

Work experience/career paths reasons – the combined 
figure rose from 28.2 per cent to 40.0 per cent over 

the period – but the increase was overwhelmingly 
concentrated among more advantaged groups.

Private school students saw a +15.2 percentage point 
increase compared to +6.3pp for state school 

students. 

Students who were not first in their family to attend 
university rose +15.3pp, compared to just +2.1pp for 

first-in-family students. 

Men rose +15.4pp versus +9.8pp for women. Polar 5 is 
higher than Polar 1. 

Poor students are doing food delivery for the rich 
students planning their next career move.
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Students working to provide financial 
support to friends or family:

Across all students, it rose from 11.0 per 
cent to 17.2 per cent over the three years 

– an increase of more than half. 

One in six full-time undergraduates is 
now working not just to cover their own 

costs but to support other people 
financially.

Disabled students doing so rose from 11.5 
per cent to almost 1 in 5.
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Students working to provide financial 
support to friends or family:

Across all students, it rose from 11.0 per 
cent to 17.2 per cent over the three years 

– an increase of more than half. 

One in six full-time undergraduates is 
now working not just to cover their own 

costs but to support other people 
financially.

Disabled students doing so rose from 11.5 
per cent to almost 1 in 5.

Also in SAES:

78 per cent of students report cost-of-living 
concerns have notably impacted their 

studies. 

Independent study hours have fallen from 
14.5 per week in 2023 to 11.6 in 2025, with 

the SAES explicitly attributing this to the 
displacement effect of paid work. 

29 per cent of students considered leaving 
their course in 2025, up from 25 per cent the 
previous year, with financial difficulties now 

the second most common reason. 

Cost of living overtook tuition fees as the 
primary driver of poor value-for-money 

perceptions back in 2023.









Family D started exactly at England’s £25,000 ceiling, qualifying 
for the maximum English loan – the key fiscal drag family. By 

2026/27 their income has reached £37,828, a 51 per cent rise, but 
the threshold hasn’t moved.





Rents are still rising
• Second-year house-hunters in 2025 paid £210 a week 

on average – against a planned £174 (Unipol)
• London: £335 a week against hopes of £270. Bristol’s 

gap is £64 a week – with severe shortages in Bristol, 
York and Oxford.

• 56 per cent say the October–November house hunt 
comes “far too early”.

• Rents consume most of the maximum English 
maintenance loan – before bills, food or travel.

• Renters’ Rights changes risk shrinking HMO supply –
62 per cent of students unaware.

• Supply so far behind demand that there is no evidence 
of competition driving down rent at all.



Mind the gap
HEPI – Minimum Income Standard for students 
(2025)
• First years in halls need £418 a week including rent – a “first-year 

premium” of £14–20 a week.

• Annually, students need £21,126 in England outside London and 
£24,900 in London.

• For a three-year degree in England that’s around £61,000 – £77,000 in 
London – excluding fees.

• Maximum maintenance covers just half of those costs in England

• 59 per cent coverage in Scotland, 63 per cent in Wales

• Even students on the maximum need 20-plus hours a week at minimum 
wage to reach a basic standard of living.

• Implied parental contributions run into five figures for some families –
never publicly stated.

• Parents are expected to contribute even if they lack enough money for 
a minimum acceptable standard of living themselves.



Financial worry is the baseline
• 88 per cent of students worry about money – the 

highest in six years of Blackbullion’s research
• The average monthly shortfall is £421 – income £505 

against an estimated need of £919.
• 63 per cent say money worries damage their mental 

health – up nine points in a year.
• 49 per cent say hunger has affected their ability to 

study. Four in ten have been too cold to concentrate.
• 61 per cent are in paid work – framed as survival, not 

experience.
• 92 per cent report feelings of isolation linked to 

money worries.



Will help come?

Energy 
bills

Crisis and 
Resilience 

Fund

Try your uni



Designed out – again
• 2022 – students excluded from the £400 energy 

scheme, £150 council tax rebate and Cost of Living 
Payments

• Household and billpayer definitions didn’t fit student 
tenancies; targeting datasets were benefit-linked

• 2026 – the Crisis and Resilience Fund repeats the 
same locally administered, benefit-linked targeting

• Social tariff and Warm Home Discount tests don’t 
capture full-time students

• Universal support has been ruled out
• Targeting design is therefore the whole game
• The decisions are being made now – not in autumn









Food

• 63 per cent of unis run a food bank –
mostly run by SUs, none core-budgeted

• Free food is being cut just as need rises
• Design out stigma – pantries for all, 

community fridges
• Communal eating builds belonging – it’s 

not a revenue stream
• Ask the uni: protect free food lines, 

subsidise catering
• Cost what the SU absorbs – then present 

the bill



Hardship that works
• Unrestricted cash beats vouchers – students spend it on 

rent, bills and food
• Speed matters – decisions currently range from 2 days to 8 

weeks
• Evidence-light, stigma-free, published award levels
• International students in scope – not a separate, smaller pot
• Promote it – low uptake usually means bad design, not low 

need
• 49 per cent of unis say they may cut hardship funding; 59 

per cent bursaries
• The budget decisions are being made now
• Ask the uni: protect hardship and bursary spend before the 

cuts land



Energy and housing

• Watch “fair use” clauses switching from 
kWh caps to £ caps
• That switch moves price risk onto students
• Signed contracts can’t be rewritten before 

move-in
• Landlords can’t profit on resold energy –

resale price rules
• Get contract-check and bills advice ready 

for September
• Ask the uni: fund advice capacity before 

winter, not after



The information students get is wrong

University cost pages this summer quote 2013 food prices, abolished TV licence 
rates and withdrawn bus routes – some update the date stamp without 

updating a single figure.

Where pages do change, the university’s own prices rise while the costs 
students bear stay frozen – and four universities have cut their food estimates 

this year, as food inflation heads for 10 per cent.

International students are hit hardest – the visa “proof of funds” figure signals 
costs the sector knows are wrong, and agents and out-of-date pages do the 

rest.

It’s the worst year yet.





Warning students well

• Use the Minimum Income Standard –
£21,126 outside London
• Date and source every figure; update every 

year
• Show the loan gap and the implied parental 

contribution
• Pre-arrival money briefings for 

international students
• Deposits, instalments and refund rules in 

plain English
• Ask the uni: audit every costs page – with SU 

sign-off













So what?
• Without sharp falls in participation or 

completion, nobody will notice impacts
• Choices are:
• Improve coping once disaster strikes 

(SNOG)
• Advise more honestly on the way in 

(AVOID)
• Focus hard on system-wide 

improvement (MARRY)
• What is a viable minimum student income
• Means testing
• Characteristics adjustments 
• Interaction with work



So what?
Right now, NMW
• 40 hours a week: 
• £12.71 × 40 × 52 = £26,436.80

LLE
• 120 credits x 10 hours = 1200 hours
• Over 30 weeks, 40 hours a week

If students (expected to) work 40 hours a 
week, they need:

£15,252



The asks
Unfreeze the £25,000 household income threshold – frozen since 
2007, worth around £37,000 if uprated – and uprate support by 

actual inflation, not last year’s forecast.

Link maintenance to the minimum wage times study hours – every 
serious review (Augar, Diamond, Scotland) has said so. No government 

has done it.

Make the Crisis and Resilience Fund, social tariff and Warm Home 
Discount able to see students – and say so before the Autumn Budget.

Name the number.



£15,252


