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INTRODUCTION
This briefing paper sets out the issues surrounding the lack of diversity across the
‘academic pipeline’ throughout all stages of postgraduate study. It provides data on
the particular London context before setting out the barriers to progression to
postgraduate study for global majority students. It then looks at some of the ways in
which London institutions can seek to break down these barriers.  
 
This briefing paper builds upon a wealth of expertise across the sector, notably the
2019 Broken Pipeline Report and the 2020 Barriers to Doctoral Education Report. It
follows a London Higher event on this topic in July 2022, which included the sharing of
best practice and initiatives from colleagues at UEL, LSE and UCL.  

The access and participation agenda has focused the sector on the diversification
of the undergraduate student population and, in England, there is increasing
accountability to the Office for Students (OfS) for widening access to and
supporting success in higher education for under-represented groups.  
However, the diversification of undergraduate study has not translated into a
commensurate change in the makeup of the postgraduate population; this is
particularly acute in the postgraduate research (PGR) population.  

THE CHALLENGE

https://leadingroutes.org/mdocs-posts/the-broken-pipeline-barriers-to-black-students-accessing-research-council-funding
https://www.grad.ucl.ac.uk/strategy/barriers-to-doctoral-education.pdf
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THE LONDON CONTEXT

Figure 1: London's PGR population by ethnicity

London’s PGR population is becoming more diverse, but progress is slow and
uneven across different ethnic groups (Figure 1).  
The London postgraduate population does not reflect the diversity of the capital’s
undergraduate pipeline. 43.7% of London’s undergraduate students in third year
and above are white, in comparison to 66.6% of the PGR population. 
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There is also a significant difference between the diversity of the staff at London
institutions and that of the undergraduate student population. Staff at London
institutions are 68.1% White, with only 3.1% of staff identifying as Black.  
Looking forwards, increased demand for higher education will be driven primarily
by those from global majority ethnic groups. The proportion of undergraduate
students from white ethnic groups will grow, but at a slower rate (Figure 2).  

BARRIERS TO BUILDING THE 
PIPELINE FOR BAME STUDENTS
Prior academic attainment – Attainment levels across different ethnic groups varies
significantly at all stages of education. This presents a challenge to access to higher
education at undergraduate level as students from some ethnic minority groups are
far less likely to achieve the required levels of attainment at both GCSE and A Level /
BTEC to progress to HE. The awarding gap remains a problem at undergraduate level,
where BAME students are less likely to achieve a first or 2:1 classification in their
degree. Those who gain a first or 2:1 at undergraduate level are significantly more
likely to successfully progress onto postgraduate research.  

Institution type – Global majority students are less likely than white students to
attend highly selective institutions at undergraduate level. Perceptions of the varying
value of degrees within academia influences both the decision to apply to
postgraduate study and the likelihood of success in doing so.  

Financial pressures – Postgraduate study is both ‘costly and lengthy’. Financial
support is increasingly insufficient to meet the full cost of postgraduate study;
research has found that both the Postgraduate master’s loan and the Doctoral loan do
not cover the cost of both tuition and maintenance. There is still no Sharia-compliant
student loan mechanism, despite former Prime Minister David Cameron pledging to
deliver this in 2013. Studentships and other sponsored opportunities are highly
competitive and differences in prior attainment may rule out global majority students
who have not achieved a first or 2:1 in their undergraduate degree. In 2018/19,
48.19% of BAME PGRs received no award or financial backing for their tuition fee,
compared to 32.66% of white PGRs. 

https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/equality-higher-education-statistical-report-2019
https://journals.gre.ac.uk/index.php/compass/article/view/1026/pdf
https://dro.dur.ac.uk/14964/
https://www.grad.ucl.ac.uk/strategy/barriers-to-doctoral-education.pdf
https://www.grad.ucl.ac.uk/strategy/barriers-to-doctoral-education.pdf
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20180801134425/https:/www.officeforstudents.org.uk/data-and-analysis/the-effect-of-postgraduate-loans/
https://www.grad.ucl.ac.uk/strategy/barriers-to-doctoral-education.pdf
https://wonkhe.com/wonk-corner/whatever-happened-to-sharia-compliant-finance/
https://ukcge.ac.uk/news-and-blog/access-participation-of-black-asian-and-minority-ethnicities-in-uk-postgraduate-research-policy-briefing
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Career pathways – Careers within academia are widely acknowledged to be insecure.
With increasing numbers of students undertaking PhDs and a shortage of permanent
academic posts, many of those undertaking postgraduate study will not progress into
academic roles. There is a lack of data regarding the motivations and careers of those
who undertake postgraduate study, which makes it difficult to know understand the
barriers. However, underrepresentation of global majority academics may lead to a
cyclical issue whereby global majority postgraduate students do not see themselves
represented in the Academy, and this deters them from pursuing postgraduate study.
The supervisory model of postgraduate research may also present challenges in
identifying shared interests, relevant expertise and navigating such a relationship
alongside the complexities of racial bias.  
 
Navigating the system – The importance of improving information, advice and
guidance (IAG) surrounding progression to undergraduate degrees has been an
important focus of the access and participation agenda in recent years, however this
work has not been replicated in postgraduate study. A lack of transparency and
accessible information results in prospective students relying on ‘soft information’
(e.g. from family, peers or other informal sources) which reinforces the privilege of
those who are already able to navigate the system.  

Mental health and wellbeing – Research suggests that postgraduate students suffer
poorer mental wellbeing than their peers and poor research culture in their institution
plays a significant part in this. Additionally, global majority students face additional
specific mental health challenges that are not addressed by universities’ support
structures.  

Cultural and institutional factors – Although there has been much discussion in the
sector, this has not been mirrored by changes to institutional cultures. There has been
reluctance to acknowledge and address institutional level issues around the
attainment gap, inclusive curricula and the structural barriers to creating change. Due
to the varying structures, this needs to be addressed differently in each institution and
department.  

https://www.grad.ucl.ac.uk/strategy/barriers-to-doctoral-education.pdf
https://leadingroutes.org/mdocs-posts/the-broken-pipeline-barriers-to-black-students-accessing-research-council-funding
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/103360/1/Consortium_strand_report_July_FINAL.pdf
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/PhD-Life_The-UK-Student-Experience_HEPI-Report-131.pdf
https://www.grad.ucl.ac.uk/strategy/barriers-to-doctoral-education.pdf
http://c//Users/SallyBurtonshaw/Downloads/The%20Broken%20Pipeline%20Report%20-%20Sept%202019%20(120919)%20(1).pdf
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Closing the attainment gap – Work to close the attainment gap between different
student groups at undergraduate level. 
Contextual admissions – Embed contextual admissions and consider what this
might mean in different disciplinary fields.  
Transparency and information – Develop specific, targeted information and
guidance for global majority students on postgraduate study.   
Targeted funded studentships – Offer targeted, funded financial support in order
to attract underrepresented students.  
Institutional data collection and analysis – Collect and analyse data throughout
postgraduate study to understand where global majority students are
experiencing barriers within each institution.  
Mentoring – Provide mentoring specifically for global majority students to provide
support and address any challenges they are experiencing.  
Co-supervision – Collaborate with industry, external organisations or other HEIs
to provide broader supervisory teams with wider expertise and lived experiences.  
Skills development – Provide explicit programmes for skills development
throughout postgraduate study. 
Competition vs collaboration - Frame EDI work as a collaborative endeavour,
whereby HEIs need to come together to share expertise, best practice and
initiatives to improve progression rates for global majority students.  

Many recommendations have been made which could help diversify the talent pipeline
within academia, some of which are summarised below: 

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

At London Higher we recognize that our diverse institutions will be exploring different
interventions and, whilst there is no ‘silver bullet’ solution, we are keen to support
members and provide the opportunity to build collaborations across the capital, in
order to pursue initiatives to create a more inclusive academic community for the
future. 

BREAKING DOWN BARRIERS TO 
PROGRESSION TO PGR FOR 
BAME STUDENTS
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This briefing paper is designed to act as a summary of ongoing discussions across the
sector and an impetus for London-wide collaborative work. It draws upon the work of
many other individuals across the London Higher membership and links to their work
wherever possible.  
 
London Higher is committed to supporting work across its membership in pursuit of a
pipeline to academia which reflects the diversity of the capital and the talents of all
Londoners.  

CONCLUSION

If you would like to discuss this briefing paper or require any further information,
please contact Dr Sally Burtonshaw, Head of Policy at London Higher, at
sally.burtonshaw@londonhigher.ac.uk.

FURTHER INFORMATION

mailto:sally.burtonshaw@londonhigher.ac.uk



