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This report provides a forecast of the impact of UK universities over the 

next five years. It is based on historic data, and the changing economic 

and policy environment means that the actual impact could differ. The 

methodology section provides further information and data sources.

Support for universities means support for businesses and jobs, for 

key workers, and for levelling up the UK’s towns and regions:

•	 UK universities will provide over £11.6 billion of support and services 

to small enterprises, businesses and not-for-profits over the next five 

years. This includes specialist advice, access to the latest facilities 

and equipment to develop innovative products, and conducting 

bespoke research projects.

•	 79% of employers with more than 25 staff anticipate a need for 

upskilling in the next 12 months. In response, universities in Northern 

Ireland will deliver the equivalent of 410 years of professional 

development training and education courses to businesses and 

charities in the next five years (and 90 years’ worth in the next 12 

months). Scottish universities will provide 3,490 years of training 

by May 2026 (over 600 years’ worth in the next year), and Welsh 

universities will deliver the equivalent of nearly 4,800 years of 

upskilling in the next five years (over 880 years’ worth in the next 12 

months). In England, universities will provide the equivalent of over  

549 centuries (54,936 years) of training by May 2026, and 10,580 

years’ worth in the next year alone.

•	 Universities will attract £21.7 billion of national and international  

public funds to spend on collaborative research with businesses  

and non-academic organisations over the next five years.

•	 By May 2026, more than 191,000 nurses, 84,000 medical 

specialists and 188,000 teachers will graduate from UK universities.

•	 Universities have a track record of attracting funding for local 

regeneration projects with significant economic and social impact. 

Over the next five years, these will have a value of over £2.5 billion in 

local places across the UK. Of this total, universities in Wales will be 

involved in projects worth more than £536 million.
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•	 Over the next five years, universities in Scotland are forecast to  

form over 1,000 new companies and charities, and universities in  

Wales over 1,500. In Northern Ireland nearly 150 new companies and 

charities will be created, and there will be over 19,000 in England. 

These include university spin-offs, social enterprises, and graduate 

and staff start-ups.

•	 Universities have a direct impact on their local economies as large 

employers. Between 2015 and 2020 employment at universities rose 

by 3.5%. A similar rate of growth over the following five years would 

see 14,628 new jobs created.

•	 Estimates suggest that 1.27% of all people in employment in the UK 

work for a university. In Scotland, nearly 1 in 50 people in work are 

employed by a university.
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Universities are open for business. In partnership with employers, 

colleges, the NHS, and the cultural and voluntary sectors, universities 

are ready to accelerate the economic and social recovery from the 

pandemic and increase opportunities across the UK. Through innovation, 

training and knowledge exchange, universities will drive productivity and 

boost competitiveness. By producing skilled graduates and delivering 

local regeneration projects, universities will work to level up the UK and 

improve lives.

Universities have a unique convening power. They attract national and 

international funding and translate it into local impact. They have a history 

of collaboration, of forging new partnerships across the world and 

sharing new discoveries for public benefit. But the economic aftershock 

of the Covid-19 pandemic has hit communities hard. This makes the 

levelling up agenda more challenging, but even more vital. As we look to 

rebuild the economy and address long-standing structural issues facing 

our society – from health inequalities to the climate emergency – the UK’s 

universities need to be at the forefront of the response.

This report illustrates the potential impact of universities over the next 

five years. There are limitations to the methods used in calculating these 

forecasts, but the figures show what is possible. Indeed, in many cases 

the figures could represent significant under-estimates, given lower data 

returns during the pandemic and changes around, for example, the cap 

on medical school places.

However, maximising the contribution of universities to the recovery 

means taking action. With a renewed commitment from higher education 

institutions to collaboration with new and existing partners, the economic 

and social recovery from the pandemic can be faster and stronger. 

World-class innovation and research assets need support. Training 

highly skilled people requires investment. Ensuring the benefits of both 

of these are felt equally around the UK will depend on robust policy and 

funding decisions. But, as this report shows, the possibilities from a well-

supported university sector are tremendously exciting.

Introduction
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1.	 The UK government should support university collaborations in skills 

training, business support, and research and innovation with existing 

and new partners across the private and public sector. These vital 

partnerships need to be underpinned by dedicated funding, and 

encouraged in programmes such as the UK Shared Prosperity Fund 

and Levelling Up Fund.

2.	 UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) should take the lead in efforts 

to improve and maintain funding to rebalance regional research and 

innovation funding through the forthcoming place-based research 

and development strategy, and by strengthening initiatives such as 

the Strength in Places fund. Historic underfunding in some regions 

has led to inequalities in economic performance across the UK.

3.	 Universities should make themselves available for new partnerships 

and seek novel ways of engaging with potential partners so they can 

develop even stronger collaborations and have greater impact locally 

and nationally. University impact is felt in many ways: for example, 

universities should look for opportunities to focus even more of their 

spending within the local economy. The considerable expenditure on 

staff has significant local benefits, and maximising local procurement 

can have similar impact.

4.	 Local and Combined Authorities should bring universities into 

economic and social planning to ensure a wide-reaching and  

long-lasting recovery. Partnering on, for example, enterprise 

incubators and start-up support can boost local job creation, and 

working together on innovation programmes increases Small and 

Medium-sized Enterprise (SME) competitiveness.

Recommendations



Universities UK | Universities and the UK’s economic recovery	 7

1.	 Supporting 
people

	 From providing a pipeline 
of key workers to 
upskilling for new jobs
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Over the next five years, more than 191,000 nurses, 84,000 medical 

specialists and 188,000 teachers will graduate from UK universities.

Table 1: Projection of the number of key workers who will be trained by  

UK universities over the next five years
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Record numbers of people applied to become doctors in 2020, five new 

medical schools have opened in underrepresented parts of the country 

in recent years, and the number of people starting initial teacher training 

courses in England alone rose by 23% this year. Other professions, such 

as engineering, have also seen strong increases.1

Studies show doctors tend to stay in the region after their training.2 

Universities in Yorkshire and the Humber are currently training over  

4,500 medics, and universities in Scotland are training over 7,100 

medics. The East of England is training nearly 10,000 nurses; the West 

Midlands is training over 13,100 nurses. Wales currently has 2,750 

teachers in the pipeline; Northern Ireland is training over  

1,600 teachers.3

Universities will also meet the skills needs of the broader economy. 

Demand for higher level skills is projected to continue rising into the late 

2020s.4  More immediately, four fifths of employers with more than 25  

staff anticipate a need for upskilling in the next 12 months. This rises 

to 84% for firms with over 100 staff. In no region does the need for 

upskilling fall below 60%.

Table 2: Percentage of employers who anticipate a need for upskilling in the 

next 12 months
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In addition to educating students, universities are responding to this need with training and upskilling programmes tailored to employers and the community. 

By May 2026, universities in Northern Ireland will have delivered the equivalent of 410 years of professional development training and education courses to 

businesses and charities. Scottish universities will provide 3,490 years of training, and Welsh universities will deliver the equivalent of nearly 4,800 years’ 

worth. In England, universities will provide the equivalent of 10,580 years of upskilling in the next year alone, and over 549 centuries’ (54,936 years) worth by 

May 2026.

Table 3: Forecast of the number of days universities will provide training and upskilling to businesses and the community of the next five years
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2.	Partnering  
with business

	 From advice and training 
to making cutting-edge 
research accessible
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Universities provide a range of support to business. For example, all universities in the East Midlands have both an enquiry point for small businesses and a 

service to help enterprises understand their needs. In the North East, all universities offer bespoke courses for business on campus or at business premises.

Table 4: The percentage of universities providing specific forms of support to businesses 
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Over the next five years, UK universities will be commissioned to provide over £11.6 billion of support and services to small enterprises, businesses 

and not-for-profits. Universities in the South West will provide over £472 million of support. Universities in London will provide over £2 billion, and 

universities in the South East nearly £2.4 billion of services. This includes specialist advice, access to the latest facilities and equipment to develop 

innovative products, and conducting bespoke research projects.

Table 5: The forecast value of services provided by universities to SMEs, businesses and not-for-profits over the next five years

£871,939,990£323,001,022£237,965,519£157,209,385
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In addition to these activities, universities attract national and international public funds to spend on collaborative research with businesses and 

non-academic organisations, expected to be worth £21.7 billion in the UK over the next five years. The value of this research in the North East is 

forecast to reach nearly £1 billion over the next five years. In both Yorkshire and the Humber and the West Midlands the value is over £1.9 billion, 

and in the North West the value is nearly £2.7 billion.

Table 6: The forecast value of research between universities and non-academic partners, involving public funding, over the next five years
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This research translates into impact in priority sectors. Research 

organisations have been awarded over £5.3 billion of competitive funding 

from Innovate UK since 2014. This funding has a focus on collaboration with 

business, and showcases areas of regional research and industry strength. 

Over a third of funding received by research organisations in the East 

Midlands was for clean growth and infrastructure projects with businesses, 

a higher proportion than any other region. In Yorkshire 85% of funding has 

been for manufacturing, materials and mobility projects, and 53% of funding in 

London has been in the area of ageing, health and nutrition – both higher than 

their counterparts across the UK. 

Universities in all nations and regions conduct cutting-edge research. 

However, there are regional disparities in research and innovation investment, 

with historic underfunding in some regions leading to inequalities in economic 

performance across the UK, threatening the levelling up agenda.5   

As such, research and innovation policy needs to be designed alongside,  

and be closely aligned to, local economic development policy.
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Table 7: Competitive funding awarded to research organisations by Innovate UK in thematic areas 2004-2021
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Universities themselves also create new companies, in turn creating new jobs. Over the next five years, universities in Scotland are forecast to form over  

1,000 new companies and charities, and universities in Wales over 1,500. In the West Midlands over 1,300 new companies and charities will be created, and 

there will be over 2,500 in the North West. These include university spin-offs, social enterprises, and graduate and staff start-ups.

Table 8: The forecast number of new companies and charities to be formed because of universities over the next five years
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3.	Helping local  
areas recover

	 From the regeneration of 
town centres to boosting 
employment
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Universities have a track record of attracting funding for local regeneration projects with significant economic and social impact.  

Over the next five years, these will have a value of over £2.5 billion in local places across the UK.

Of this total, universities in Wales will be involved in projects worth more than £536 million.  

Universities in the West Midlands will contribute over £547 million to local regeneration and development work.

Table 9: The forecast value to the economy of regeneration projects universities are involved in over the next five years
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Many of these projects will attract additional funds from universities and businesses, on top of public funding from national and international 

sources, increasing the local impact.

Universities also have a direct impact on their local economies as large employers, and the spending of staff and students – many of whom are 

attracted from other parts of the country. Students add to the pool of local skills, and some will set up their own firms in the region.
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Table 10: The number of students at UK universities (full-time equivalent, 2019/20)
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Table 11: The number of staff at UK universities (full-time equivalent, 2019/20)
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Between 2014-15 and 2019-20 employment at universities rose by 

3.5%, or 14,135 jobs. A similar rate of growth over the following five years 

would see 14,628 new jobs created.6  Estimates suggest that 1.27% of all 

people in employment in the UK work for a university. In Scotland, nearly 

1 in 50 people in employment are employed by a university.7

Table 12: The percentage of people in employment who are employed by a university £1,543,916,000
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Universities in the UK spend nearly £26 billion a year on their staff. 

University employees spend part of their income in the local economy,  

on goods and services in a range of sectors.

Table 13: University expenditure on staff (2018/19)
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University impact is also felt in local procurement, and maximising this 

will provide a boost to local economies. For example, the Leeds Anchors 

Network brings together many of the biggest organisations in the city 

and is chaired by Leeds Beckett University. The network is looking at 

opportunities to direct more spending locally: if anchor institutions in 

Leeds shift 10% of their total spending to suppliers in the region this 

could be worth up to £196 million each year.8

This report has shown the impact possible by supporting universities. 

These results are underpinned by partnerships with employers, colleges 

and other organisations. Given the benefits of working together and the 

scale of the recovery ahead of us, these partnerships need to continue 

to grow and develop. In doing so universities provide support for 

businesses and jobs, for key workers, and for levelling up the UK’s  

towns and regions.

	 23
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This report draws on data accessed in April 2021 from the Higher 

Education Statistics Agency (HESA), UK Research and Innovation 

(UKRI), and the Office for National Statistics (ONS). Depending on 

data availability and comparability, up to five years of previous data was 

analysed. The forecasts are projections based on historic data and are 

intended to serve as illustrative estimates of potential future impact.

For detail on how forecasts were calculated, limitations and 

assumptions, and other contextual information, please see the  

technical note:  

github.com/jcransom/future-impact

Sources for data tables

1.	 https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students/table-51

2.	 https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/employer-skills-
survey-2019

3.	 https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/providers/business-
community/table-2b

4.	 https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/providers/business-
community/table-a

5.	 https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/providers/business-
community/table-2a

6.	 https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/providers/business-
community/table-1

7.	 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/innovate-uk-funded-
projects

8.	 https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/providers/business-
community/table-4e

9.	 https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/providers/business-
community/table-3

10.	 https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students/table-2

11.	 https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/staff/table-6

12.	 https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/staff/table-1;  

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/

peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/

regionallabourmarket/august2020

13.	 https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/finances/table-1

Methodology
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Research and analysis by James Ransom, Head of Research at the 

National Centre for Entrepreneurship in Education (NCEE).

1	 https://www.ucas.com/corporate/news-and-key-documents/news/

more-people-ever-want-be-doctor;  

https://www.hee.nhs.uk/news-blogs-events/news/new-medical-

schools-open-train-doctors-future;  

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/

initial-teacher-training-census/2020-21;  

https://www.theengineer.co.uk/ucas-data-shows-increase-in-

engineering-degrees/.

	 As a result, actual numbers of newly qualified key workers are likely 

to be considerably higher than this. There are several additional 

reasons why these projections may be underestimates. First, the 

government has temporarily lifted the cap on medical school places 

in England. Second, HESA acknowledge that ‘significant numbers’ 

of qualifications awarded this year (upon which projections are 

based) are likely to have not been reported, because a few providers 

experienced administrative delays related to the COVID-19 pandemic.

2	 https://bmcmededuc.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12909-

018-1414-9.

3	 Data source: https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students/

table-49.

4	 Working Futures 2017-2027: Long-run labour market and skills 

projections for the UK, page 117. https://assets.publishing.service.

gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/

file/863506/Working_Futures_Main_Report.pdf

5	 Recent research published by Nesta argues that some parts of the UK 

have missed out on £4 billion of public R&D funding each year, plus a 

further £8 billion of private sector investment. Some of these regions 

never fully recovered from the 2008 Great Recession, and COVID-19 

threatens to deepen these divisions. See: https://www.nesta.org.uk/

report/the-missing-4-billion/.

6	 Based on headcount data. From 2019/20, it is not mandatory for HE 

providers in England and Northern Ireland to return information about 

non-academic staff, and 66 universities opted-out. This means the 

increase since 2014/15 is likely considerably higher in reality. Data: 

https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/staff/table-1.

Credits and endnotes
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7	 Up from 1.6% in 2014-15: The economic impact of universities in  

2014–15. https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/

reports/Documents/2017/the-economic-impact-of-universities.pdf

8	 When multipliers to reflect the circulation of money are factored 

in. See: https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/maximising-local-impact-

anchor-institutions-case-study-leeds-city-region. The JRF have also 

worked with Leeds City Council to create a useful framework to help 

organisations capitalise on their role as anchor institutions:  

https://democracy.leeds.gov.uk/documents/s181576/4%2520 

%20Anchor%2520Institution%2520Progression% 

2520Framework%2520Toolkit.%20pdf.  

For more on the Leeds Anchors Network, see:  

http://www.leedsgrowthstrategy.co.uk/anchor-institutions/.
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