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London Higher is the representative body for over 40 universities and higher education
colleges across the capital. We are committed to raising the voice of London’s higher
education and research sector and ensuring our members are making the London
higher education experience the best it can be for students and staff from around the
world. 
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FOREWORD

International Education Strategy for London

As a beneficiary of an international education experience myself, I have always been
alert to the rich opportunities that international study periods bring to both the
individuals who undertake them and the environments in which they study. As a
capital city with one of the largest and most diverse higher education sectors in the
world, London has much to offer international students. In return, London’s continued
global appeal has much to offer the nation – providing considerable benefit to the UK
economy and a pipeline of talent to enhance the UK workforce and innovation system.
It is my hope that, as global uncertainty rises, this International Education Strategy for
London will ensure our capital city keeps delivering for the good of students from
around the world, as well as for the good of the country. 

But let’s be clear: an International Education Strategy for London is not about
asserting London’s dominance over other UK towns and cities. Instead, it sends a clear
signal to Government that London’s higher education sector remains committed to
remaining open, inclusive and international in the face of intense global and domestic
change. London will continue to do its best as a region to maintain the UK’s global
competitiveness and growth for the benefit of the entire nation. 

Although the idea behind this Strategy may have been mine, it is the help and input of
many different people that has made it possible. First and foremost, I should like to
give full credit to my London Higher colleague Emily Dixon for being such a supportive
researcher and co-author. Next, I should like to thank our friends at the Oxford
International Education Group for supporting the roundtable discussion which kicked
this exercise off in May 2022 and, particularly, the Rt Hon Chris Skidmore MP for
publishing his opening speech, making sure we had no choice but to set about writing! 
Emily and I are especially grateful to the partner organisations who have helped to
shape this Strategy with data and insights, including the teams at QS (Quacquarelli
Symonds), IDP Connect and Nous. We are also grateful to Study Group for becoming
an Associate Member of London Higher to help us deliver on this Strategy as we go
forwards. 

https://www.oxfordinternational.com/
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2022/05/14/towards-a-new-international-education-strategy/
https://www.qs.com/
https://www.idp-connect.com/
https://nousgroup.com/
https://www.studygroup.com/
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Finally, sincere thanks must also go to the co-Chairs of our London Higher
International Network, Professor Mary Stiasny (University of London) and Nina Davies
(Royal Veterinary College), for running several high-level strategy sessions which fed
into this London-specific Strategy, and to our members, guests and the London Higher
team for sharing their insights, experiences and ideas so generously throughout. 

The magic of this Strategy will now be in the delivery, and I look forward to working
with our members, London Higher’s International Network and partners, both across
the sector and within the capital, to make London ‘the place to be for international HE’. 
 

 
 
 
 

Dr Diana Beech 
Chief Executive Officer, London Higher 

International Education Strategy for London
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

International Education Strategy for London

the establishment of a dedicated International Education Champion for London to
support the UK International Education Champion in his mission to deliver on the
next phase of increasing the UK’s international education exports;  

In the context of a new Prime Minister, government and national plan for growth,
there is a clear case for the capital to have its own International Education Strategy.
This report intends to make a useful contribution to UK Government policymaking and
encourage closer working, not only between London’s higher education institutions
and UK Government, but also between the Greater London Authority and other
relevant London stakeholders with enhancing the capital’s brand and reputation both
at home and overseas. 

London’s appeal to international students and researchers is as yet unrivalled,
frequently acting as an open doorway for international students and researchers
wanting to engage with British higher education. Collectively, London’s universities
and higher education colleges make up an extraordinarily diverse landscape and are
well-represented in global rankings of academically excellent institutions. The financial
benefits of London’s international pulling power can be felt right across the country.
However, there are also some challenges to address: personal safety concerns, global
security threats, affordability and environmental concerns being at the top of the list.
This document sets outs ways in which London’s higher education sector can work
together with key stakeholders, both nationally and across the city, to enhance
London’s global reputation and ensure the capital continues to attract and retain
international talent for the benefit of the entire nation. 

The International Education Strategy for London, with its focus on different provider
types and important regional nuances, is intended to help London play its role in the
wider UK international education ecosystem to the best of its abilities but increasing
London’s attractiveness to international education markets will be a collaborative
effort. That is why we have made several recommendations to different stakeholder
groups throughout this report. These can be summarised as follows: 

Of the UK Government we ask for: 
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the piloting of a new single pathway student visa to incentivise international
students coming to the UK for undergraduate study to progress more easily on to
postgraduate qualifications; and
targeted, regional-specific information, advice and guidance for international
postgraduate students, delivered through UK Research and Innovation (UKRI), to
increase the conversion rate into postgraduate research to support London’s R&D
capabilities. 

the urgent addition of potential research security risks to the London Risk Register
to ensure the capital is protecting against attacks on its extensive R&D sector
which is essential for national economic growth; 
the creation of a London-wide kitemark for international education pathway
providers to provide reassurance to overseas students coming to the capital that
they are using reputable services with the best interests of the students and the
city at heart; 
a commitment to ensuring London’s purpose-built student accommodation
remains accessible to international students through a standing item on the
Mayor’s Academic Forum to discuss pricing in the context of the London Plan; and 
dedicated resource within the GLA to work on campaigns which not only promote
the city and its opportunities specifically to international students, and can be
used by the International Education Champion for London to support their work,
but also raise awareness to local Londoners of the benefits that international
students bring to the capital to pave the way for harmonious future growth. 

the provision of up-to-date information about the true costs of living in the capital,
and in their particular London boroughs, to allow applicants to prepare accordingly
and dispel myths about the city’s affordability for international students; 
a commitment to the strategic use of global alumni networks, to break into target
recruitment markets, to strengthen governing bodies and to establish a wider
panel of global London alumni who can support the International Education
Champion for London in their work with prospective overseas students; 

Of the Mayor of London we ask for: 

Of all London higher education institutions we ask for: 
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innovative thinking about TNE provision to forge stronger relationships with target
markets around the world; 
consideration of a more nuanced fee structure or bursary system as a pan-
regional ‘London offer’ to students from developing countries to ensure the capital
becomes a world-leader in international as well as domestic widening
participation;  
improved accessibility of enterprise and entrepreneurship programmes to
international students to make it easier for them to stay in the capital to set up
businesses and bring their ideas to market; and 
serious consideration of the needs and expectations of international students and
a willingness to engage in making the London higher education sector safer,
greener and more inclusive for the future by nominating representatives to sit and
engage in London Higher’s varied network offering, including Sustainability, EDI
and International, and much more. 

Large, research-intensive institutions should concentrate on new international
student markets where students can be harnessed to stay on to study through to
PhD-level while research opportunities in their own countries remain scarce; 
Modern, technical, vocational and professional universities should think about
expanding their own international postgraduate research populations through the
development of more industry-facing PhDs which include work placements as a
core part of the programme, both in London’s public and private sectors; 
London’s specialist arts institutions should take care to clarify their specific
application process and consider developing, perhaps through partnerships,
sustainable solutions to audition and assess international entrants who may not
be able to travel to London or existing international outposts; and 
London’s specialist science institutions need to be alert to the implications that
other countries’ earlier application deadlines may have on international applicants’
willingness to persevere with their applications to UK institutions and invest in
powerful communications over the New Year period to maintain interest in their
educational offer. 

Finally, as we recognise the full diversity of London’s higher education sector, we have
also made a series of recommendations based on different provider-types. These can
be summarised as follows: 



9

SECTION ONE: INTRODUCTION

International Education Strategy for London

As England’s first regional international education strategy, this report is intended
make a useful contribution to UK Government policymaking and encourage serious
thinking about how best to harness the power of the regions to deliver on the UK’s
international education export ambitions. It is also timely given the recent political
reset. As the new Prime Minister and her Cabinet reinvigorate government policy and
set out a new ambitious plan for growth, it is more important than ever that we not
only highlight initiatives that have been working well over recent years but put
forward enhancements that will reinforce good policy for the future.  

When it comes to enhancing international education exports, the UK’s International
Education Strategy, first released in 2019 and updated in 2021, deserves praise for
setting out a clear commitment to growing the sector and increasing its global appeal.
As analysis of the 2022 application cycle to UK universities and colleges shows, UK
higher education remains globally attractive and nine out of 10 international
applicants view the UK as a positive place to study. Yet, with the world rapidly
changing around us, we cannot afford to become complacent and need to ensure we
are building on the positive foundations established by the International Education
Strategy to tackle persisting barriers and grasp future opportunities for growth. 

While every region of the UK has a significant part to play in attracting international
students and researchers to our shores, London’s appeal to global talent is as yet
unrivalled. In the context of the government’s ambition to “encourage, inform and
connect” with the world through education, London is often the first part of the
country to reach people with these messages. Our capital is frequently an introduction
and an open doorway for international students and researchers wanting to engage
with British higher education. 
 
Collectively, London’s universities and higher education colleges make up an
extraordinarily diverse landscape. There is almost nothing a student cannot study in
one of the city’s 40-plus higher education institutions. These institutions range from
large, multi-faculty universities to small, specialist research institutes, drama schools
and conservatoires. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/international-education-strategy-2021-update/international-education-strategy-2021-update-supporting-recovery-driving-growth
https://wonkhe.com/blogs/five-things-we-have-learned-from-the-2022-application-cycle/
https://londonhigher.ac.uk/members/
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As a result of their excellence in both teaching and research, the capital’s universities
and higher education colleges are well-represented in global rankings of academically
excellent institutions. In the 2023 QS world university rankings, two of the four UK
universities that feature in the top 10 are in London: Imperial College London and
University College London (UCL). Of the 17 UK universities in the QS ranking top 100,
four are in the UK’s capital. 

485,000
STUDENTS STUDY IN 
LONDON

Almost one in three of London’s 485,000-strong
student population are international students, with
almost 44,000 students from the European Union
(EU) and 119,700 from elsewhere in the world.
According to a Higher Education Policy Institute
(HEPI) report, approximately 70,300 first-year

international students come to study in London each year. That is more than three times
as many international students coming to study at institutions in the West Midlands
(23,545) and more than twice the number of international students enrolling at
universities across the whole of Scotland (29,730). The incredible economic boost that
these students give to the city and the country was put at around £4.6 billion annually
by the All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) for London as a Global City in its June 2022
report into London’s global city status. 

Most importantly, what comes to London does not only stay in London. The financial
benefits of London’s international pulling power are felt right across the country. While
it is true that the average economic impact of international students is highest in areas
immediately surrounding higher education institutions, and is equivalent to £760 per
resident in London, all regions of the UK gain financially from having international
students in the country. This economic boost comes primarily from the international
student fee income that is used by higher education institutions to support jobs and
services across all sectors of the UK economy, together with the extra money that is
spent by international students and their friends and families who visit them throughout
their stay in the UK. Economic analysis produced for Universities UK (UUK) estimates
that more than £450 million of overseas visitor spending in the UK is attributable to
international students studying at English universities. 

With the UK’s domestic population of 18-year-olds now rising and competition for
university places only increasing, some commentators are beginning to turn against

https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings/world-university-rankings/2023
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students/whos-in-he#numbers
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Summary-Report.pdf
https://www.londonchamber.co.uk/LCCI/media/media/APPG-London-as-a-Global-City.pdf
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Summary-Report.pdf
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/sites/default/files/field/downloads/2021-09/UUK%20Economic%20Footprint%20of%20HE%20Sector%20Summary.pdf
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/columnists/2022/08/16/hard-up-child-who-got-cambridge-repulsed-todays-social-engineering/
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the idea of the UK expanding its international student population, viewing overseas
students as taking places away from domestic students. This perspective overlooks
the fact international students’ fees go a long way both to support higher education
provision that would otherwise be underfunded for domestic students and to top up
public research funding which still does not cover the full economic costs of scientific
projects. The £88 million of net economic impact that is generated from just one year’s
cohort of international students in London, then, not only helps to support the
diversity of teaching provision that is available in the capital, but also props up the
wider UK university research and development (R&D) system and its vast networks of
inter-regional collaborations, essential for UK growth and prosperity. 

£88m
INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS 
IN LONDON GENERATE 

OF NET ECONOMIC IMPACT

International education and London’s role in it is,
therefore, about far more than just welcoming
incoming undergraduate students. Masters’
students and PhD researchers are strategically
important for bolstering the UK’s R&D capabilities.
The welcome introduction of the two-year post-
study work visa in 2019 now allows international 

students to stay on for work or further study or research. In this respect, existing
higher education ‘hot spots’ such as London can play an important role in not only
attracting fresh international talent to the UK, but ensuring we retain it for future
economic and societal benefit, both within the UK workforce and at other higher
education and research institutions countrywide. 

If we are to turbocharge our international education export ambitions for the decade
ahead, then, we need London and its higher education sector to continue acting as a
gateway for global talent and should be investing heavily in making sure the London
entry point to the UK’s international education and skills pipeline is as attractive as
possible. This International Education Strategy for London, with its focus on different
provider types and important regional nuances, is intended to help London play its role
in the wider UK international education ecosystem to the best of its abilities. It sets
out ways in which London’s higher education and research sector can work best in the
context of a national skills and innovation system that is not a zero-sum game and
shines a laser-like focus on ‘brand London’ to enhance the evident appeal and globally
competitive strengths of the capital to secure inward talent and investment to all
parts of the country. 

https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Summary-Report.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/graduate-visa
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The race to attract international education exports is not a competition between our
capital and other UK cities, but a race between London and other major world study
destinations – particularly in North America, Europe and Australasia. Topping the QS
Best Student Cities Rankings 2023 as the best city for studying abroad, London
receives exceptional scores for student mix, desirability, employer activity and student
voice. The UK’s next most appealing city for international students is Edinburgh in
10th position, then Glasgow and Manchester ranking jointly at number 25, showing
that the UK – and particularly England – would currently struggle to compete for
international market share against other major global cities without the lure of
London. 

That is why, to support this Strategy, we are calling upfront for the appointment of a
dedicated International Education Champion for London to complement and enhance
the work of the existing UK International Education Champion. The International
Education Champion for London – together with this regional-specific Strategy for the
capital – would enable closer cooperation with relevant local stakeholders to address
London’s particular challenges, as well as help the region and its higher education
providers harness vital opportunities for growth. The appointee could either sit in a
central government team of regional international education champions, put together
across the English regions and devolved administrations to support and deliver on
government growth ambitions alongside the existing UK International Education
Champion, or be established under the Mayor of London to enhance the region’s input
into international delegations and discussions. Either way, a stronger voice for the
capital is now what is needed to take the UK’s international education exporting
potential to the next level. 

https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings-articles/qs-best-student-cities/london
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SECTION TWO: CHALLENGES FOR 
LONDON

International Education Strategy for London

While London clearly holds considerable appeal to international students, the capital is
not without its challenges. With other global study markets starting to rebound after
the Covid-19 pandemic, London – and the wider UK – cannot afford to take these
problems lightly, lest it lose market share to international competitors. For this reason,
this section acknowledges London’s greatest challenges and sets outs ways in which
London’s higher education sector – and an eventual International Education Champion
for London – can work together with key stakeholders, both nationally and across the
city, to enhance London’s global reputation and ensure the capital continues to attract
and retain international talent for the benefit of the entire nation. 
 
Personal safety concerns 
While London is generally considered a safe city, ranking 15th in The Economist 2021
Safe Cities Index, we cannot underestimate the negative impact that personal safety
concerns can have on prospective international applicants. The QS International
Student Survey 2022 tells us that cities being ‘a safe and welcoming place for
international students’ is the most common consideration for overseas applicants. Yet,
concern over knife crime in London is sadly increasing and recent terrorist events, such
as the attacks on Westminster Bridge and London Bridge, only add to worries over
personal safety. 

The high-profile murder of Sarah Everard in March 2021, followed by Sabina Nessa’s
murder just months later, made headlines around the world and raised questions
about women’s safety on London’s streets while also sparking a global movement
against violence against women. Nessa’s murder also led to discussions in the British
media exposing the inequalities faced by the capital’s ethnic communities. Responses
to the QS International Student Survey 2022 reveal that male and female respondents
have different views of how safe the UK is for international students. While 49 per
cent of male respondents describe the UK as ‘extremely safe’, only 30 per cent of
female respondents think the same, underscoring the importance of reassuring
messaging, policies and initiatives for prospective female overseas applicants. 

https://safecities.economist.com/
https://safecities.economist.com/
https://www.qs.com/portfolio-items/international-student-survey-2022-uk/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A7UuW7XaqwA
https://news.sky.com/story/sabina-nessa-murdered-teacher-case-would-have-got-more-attention-if-normal-british-white-family-says-sister-12588041
https://www.qs.com/portfolio-items/international-student-survey-2022-uk/
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Since the murders, the Metropolitan Police Service has published an enhanced
response to tackling violence against women and girls in London, spelling out how the
Force aims to target perpetrators, improve outcomes for victims and raise the
standards of officers. Paired with the appointment of a new Police Commissioner, the
new plan aims to show the world that London is committed to making London’s
streets safer and bringing more criminals to justice. Strategic communications from
Government, universities and other stakeholders are nonetheless needed to ensure
this message is reaching prospective international students, particularly women. 

Finally, the legacy of London as a global Covid-19 hotspot looms large for international
students who may still be worried about contracting the virus. Official figures show
that London had the highest mortality rate of the English regions from Covid-19 in
2021 and the city became the epicentre of the Omicron variant as it developed in the
UK in December of that year. Continuing to implement measures to lessen the risk of
community transmission within London institutions and ensuring these are well
publicised are essential for promoting a positive image of the city as we move
forwards into recovery and sustainable growth. 
 
Global security issues 
Although all major world cities are faced with traditional security concerns, there are
many new threats which have arisen through the impact of globalisation. As the UK
capital, London is at particularly high risk of threats from geopolitical tensions. The
ongoing war in Ukraine has undoubtedly exacerbated existing security concerns from
Russia and fears are also mounting over the threat from China should Sino-UK
relations worsen. 

As a recent HEPI report makes clear, in a world which is increasingly interconnected,
the future of the UK’s R&D success depends on us grasping the scale of national
security threats and making necessary advancements to protect against them. In a
research context in which 59.3 per cent of UK academic publications were the result of
international collaboration in 2019-20 (up from 39.8 per cent in 2010-11), global
security issues are more likely to impact international collaboration and mobility. 

https://news.met.police.uk/news/enhanced-response-to-tackling-violence-against-women-and-girls-in-london-445454#:~:text=The%20Met%20has%20today%20set,raise%20the%20standards%20of%20officers
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases/articles/coronaviruscovid19latestinsights/deaths#:~:text=London%20had%20the%20highest%20mortality,100%2C000%20people%20(4%2C692%20deaths)
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Whats-next-for-national-security-and-research_HEPI-Report-147.pdf
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From their location in a global city, London institutions arguably have a greater
number of international collaborators and are at greater risk of these potential threats.
Yet, security threats from hostile actors, including intellectual property theft and
academic espionage, are not currently listed on the London Risk Register. The risk of
such attacks on the capital’s publicly funded research infrastructure urgently needs
adding to this register, particularly given the size, scale and international outlook of
London’s higher education and research sector and the fact that, since the Covid-19
pandemic, increasing amounts of research are being conducted online and sensitive
data stored remotely. 

NO. 1
STUDENT CITY GLOBALLY

LONDON RANKS AS THE
London’s higher education sector, too,
needs to be alert to the risk of
cyberattacks on student data,
particularly as student numbers grow
and more data related to the student

experience is housed on online systems, in the context of rising numbers of
cybersecurity breaches and attacks for businesses and universities. Students and
researchers considering moving to London need reassurance that their personal or
research data will be protected, as will their personal safety.  
 
Affordability 
There is no denying it: London is perceived as an expensive city. While the QS rankings
for 2023 rank London as the number one student city globally, it falls short on
affordability, where it places 127th. If students believe that London is a fun, vibrant
global city with good opportunities, but do not believe they can afford to live there,
this poses a significant problem for London’s higher education institutions. More than
half (55 per cent) of incoming international students indicated in the QS International
Student Survey that the cost of living was their top concern when choosing a town or
city in which to study, and 46 per cent specifically picked out the price of
accommodation. 

There are, of course, two parts to the affordability question: fees and maintenance
costs. 

https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/fire-and-resilience/london-resilience-partnership/london-risk-register
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/cyber-security-breaches-survey-2021/cyber-security-breaches-survey-2021
https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings-articles/qs-best-student-cities/london
https://www.qs.com/portfolio-items/international-student-survey-2022-uk/
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To take fees first: while international student fees in London are not insignificant,
London institutions do not necessarily represent a more expensive option than other
prestigious international study options. In fact, US fees frequently work out
considerably more for international students and could be of significance should the
pound weaken against the dollar. Another advantage of the UK fees system is that
fees are visible to prospective applicants upfront, whereas for many US colleges,
financial aid or scholarships as well as consideration of the individual applicant’s
financial situation by the aid office cannot be understood in detail until after the
applicant has already applied and been accepted. While UK higher education may have
a clearer ‘sticker price’, this may still be considered too high for some students from
developing countries. By considering a more nuanced fee structure or bursary system
for students from poorer countries as a pan-regional ‘London offer’, London’s higher
education sector has an opportunity to build on its successes in improving access for
domestic students to become a world leader for global widening participation, not just
growing international education exports but enhancing their diversity. 

London costs may also be problematic for some international students when it comes
to maintenance and the perception of London as one of the world’s most expensive
cities. While areas such as Mayfair and Canary Wharf remain affluent, the capital’s
more affordable areas which are ideal for international students remain lesser known.
Plus, many cities, particularly in North America and Northern Europe, are frequently
found to be more expensive for international students than London. London
authorities and institutions therefore have a good opportunity to come together to set
the record straight and ensure that the city is seen as accessible for the global
majority – both through proactive communications and a standing item for the
Mayor’s Academic Forum, in the context of the London Plan, to keep prices for
purpose-built student accommodation within international students’ means. 

Universities including Westminster and the London School of Economics (LSE) are
already working hard to dispel myths about managing the cost of living in the capital
and providing resources to help incoming students, including resources for
international students specifically. Clear and up-to-date financial planning information
from all London institutions, pegged to current London borough-level costings and not
just general UK averages, would help inform international students’ decisions about
where to live and study and create an image of a compassionate, student-friendly city.

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/charge-lower-fees-students-developing-world-says-habib?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=editorial-daily&spMailingID=21771668&spUserID=MTAxNzcwNzQ2OTI2NgS2&spJobID=2076881781&spReportId=MjA3Njg4MTc4MQS2
https://universitybusiness.co.uk/people-policy-politics/clean-sweep-for-london-universities-in-social-mobility-top-10-ifs-report/
https://www.studyin-uk.com/study-guide/cheap-places-london-student/
https://www.timebulletin.com/top-5-most-expensive-cities-in-the-world-for-students/
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/the_london_plan_2021.pdf
https://www.westminster.ac.uk/
https://www.lse.ac.uk/
https://www.westminster.ac.uk/study/student-life/affordable-london
https://www.lse.ac.uk/student-life/london-life/london-on-a-budget
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A minimum offer of care from London institutions for all students experiencing
hardship, whether domestic or international, will give international applicants
reassurance that they will be supported to remain on their courses should difficulties
arise. Other organisations – from Transport for London to the city’s theatres, gyms
and restaurants – could also be brought together by the Greater London Authority
(GLA) to lessen London’s pricey image through campaigns and initiatives highlighting
student offers and discounts. 

Environmental concerns 
From the ‘Big Smoke’ label of the Industrial Revolution to the city’s 2009 accolade as
the dirtiest city in Europe, London has a historical problem with being viewed as clean.
As well as being an urgent issue to tackle in light of the UK Government’s Net Zero
ambitions, London’s ‘green’ credentials need to be improved if the city is to continue
attracting future talent. The current generation of students, collectively referred to as
Gen Z, is one of the most health-conscious demographics we have seen globally and
its members are incorporating new climate-conscious behaviours into their daily lives
and future ambitions. Should London perform badly on metrics such as the air quality
index and fail to embrace greener living and working practices, the capital could swiftly
lose its appeal with more eco-friendly, future learners – both domestic and
international. 

When asked if universities could do more to be environmentally sustainable in the QS
International Student Survey 2022, 78 per cent of respondents said ‘yes’ and only
three per cent said ‘no’. In particular, incoming international students indicated that
they see reducing use of single-use plastics as important for universities (55 per cent
of respondents), as well as using energy efficient lighting (51 per cent), using
renewable energy sources (49 per cent) and reducing the amount of waste sent to
landfill (47 per cent). These statistics indicate that students from around the world
want to attend institutions that are making efforts to embrace forward-thinking
solutions to environmental problems, underscoring the importance that the capital’s
institutions are seen to step up to the sustainability agenda. 

https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2021/02/16/supporting-students-in-times-of-hardship/
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2021/02/16/supporting-students-in-times-of-hardship/
https://tfl.gov.uk/
https://www.london.gov.uk/
https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-travel-europe-idUKTRE5431I620090504
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/sep/06/gen-z-climate-change-careers-jobs
https://www.iqair.com/uk/england/london
https://www.qs.com/portfolio-items/international-student-survey-2022-uk/
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With lack of campus space already highlighted as an issue for the capital’s current
international students, London’s higher education institutions need to find alternative
ways to boost their ‘green appeal’ and create a community feel for students to
minimise the risk of social isolation. While retrofitting university estates and creating
more sustainable campuses is essential for the future, other measures to become
more sustainable in London include the provision of green skills and employability
links to London’s green economy, which comprises a large part of the capital’s labour
market. The London Higher Sustainability Network provides a forum for London’s
higher education institutions to come together to concentrate on ‘greening’ London’s
universities and colleges and develop best practice in this area. As a first port of call,
we urge all our members to appoint a representative to this network and partake in
our collaborative activities to make meaningful change in this area. 

https://www.studyinternational.com/news/university-students-london-unhappy/
https://centrallondonforward.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/Green-Jobs-and-Skills-in-London-Final-Report.pdf
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SECTION THREE: OPPORTUNITIES FOR 
LONDON

International Education Strategy for London

As well as overcoming barriers, growth in international education exports relies on the
capital harnessing its strengths and actively seeking opportunities to capitalise on
strategic links with other sectors – including business links to the City, global alumni
networks and transnational education (TNE) partnerships. Fostering a robust pipeline
of talent, influence and financial support is a key way to ensure that London gets
ahead of its global competitors and, crucially, maintains this advantage for future
generations – as global alumni networks expand and international partnerships
strengthen. This section details the key assets that London’s higher education
institutions should be tapping into to unlock future international export opportunities,
both for their own benefit and that of collective ‘Global Britain’.  

Employability 
For many prospective international students, the
London study offer is inextricably linked to the
myriad employment opportunities available in
the city. This is important for students following
graduation but also while they are enrolled on
their courses, as international students are able

LONDON HEIs HAVE 

181,830
STUDENTS STUDYING 
CREATIVE ARTS & DESIGN

to work up to 20 hours a week on their student visas to supplement their income. The
QS best student city rankings placed London fourth in the world for employer relations
due to the major international companies that have made the capital their home.
These include global brands such as Google and Amazon, who recruit graduates
directly from London institutions, but also leaders in the capital’s global centres of
finance, film, heritage, fashion, music and the West End. 

While not all students intending to study in London will go on work in the capital, data
from the QS International Student Survey 2022 tell us that a large proportion of
incoming international students are at least considering working in the UK after they
graduate. 

https://www.topuniversities.com/city-rankings/2023
https://www.qs.com/portfolio-items/international-student-survey-2022-uk/
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The top three industries that international learners indicated they are interested in
working in are: Government/Public sector (24 per cent), Education (24 per cent) and
Health/Medical (23 per cent). International graduates remaining in the UK and entering
these sectors for work will therefore go on to bolster public services across the
country. Others intend to work in key sectors that drive national growth, including
Technology, Finance, R&D and Engineering. 

London’s job market continues to thrive and the city leads the world in multiple fields
and industries. According to January 2022 rankings, London is the only European city
to rank in the top three for its innovative ecosystem, reach of financial activity,
resilient business infrastructure, access to talent and skills and its enabling regulatory
and legal environment. London’s numerous financial services companies rank first in
the world for their innovation and forward-looking stance, with new ‘future-focused
talent’ and ‘pioneering ideas and products’ particularly in the field of sustainable
finance. Demand for legal services has also risen since the pandemic in an increasingly
internationalised sector with more global links than ever before. It is these unrivalled
employability opportunities that we need to be showcasing to the world to continue
attracting international interest and ultimately ensuring future growth. 

It is nevertheless important not to view London purely as a destination for those who
want to work for big name brands. Research indicates that London is one of the best
cities in the world to be a young entrepreneur and is the destination of choice for
multiple entrepreneurs from North America, Asia and Russia. According to the 2022
Global Startup Ecosystem Report, London continues to rank as one of the world’s best
places to set-up and grow a tech start-up, coming joint second alongside New York to
Silicon Valley. While several prominent London universities already embed
entrepreneurship into their world-leading course offerings, other institutions in the
capital would do well to support international student and graduate enterprise, as it is
this promise of future opportunity that is held up as the main reason that studying in
London is worth it whatever the cost of living. 
 
Alumni relationships 
One of the key benefits of having a large international student population is the ability
to tap into a large pool of global alumni who are willing to act as advocates for the city. 

https://www.theglobalcity.uk/PositiveWebsite/media/Research-reports/CoL-Our-global-offer-to-business-2022.pdf
https://www.thomsonreuters.com/en/reports/state-of-the-uk-legal-market-2022.html
https://www.cityam.com/london-named-best-city-in-the-world-to-be-a-young-entrepreneur-beating-nyc-san-francisco-and-moscow/
https://lp.startupblink.com/report/
https://media.londonandpartners.com/news/london-retains-its-crown-as-a-world-leading-startup-hub
https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2018/07/09/london-has-excellent-universities-but-unhappy-students?fsrc=scn%2Ftw%2Fte%2Fbl%2Fed%2F
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As the 2022 HEPI Soft-Power Index shows, the UK remains in second place globally
when it comes to the number of world leaders that were educated in the country,
including in London. This provides an ideal opportunity for London higher education
institutions to forge strong bilateral relations with overseas governments –
particularly those of target student markets – to create the conditions for future
partnerships and international education exports to grow. Identifying these markets
and utilising influential alumni to broker relationships can be a successful way of
promoting the capital and its institutions as a first-choice partner for international
exchanges and collaborations. 

Given the size and age of the capital’s higher education sector, graduates of London
institutions are sure to be present in all major sectors of the global economy. This is
not only of benefit to institutions financially, as successful alumni are a rich resource
for philanthropic donations, but it also means they have strong role models around the
world who can be harnessed to talk about their professional journeys and inspire
others to study in the capital. The University of London already promotes its network
of global ‘Alumni Ambassadors’ who are available to assist prospective students
enrolling on a University of London degree. This model could be developed across all
London institutions to advocate collectively for the London-wide higher education
experience and support the International Education Champion for London in their
work. 

Alumni networks bring strategic benefits for higher education governance too, not
least in terms of providing powerful talent for governing bodies. The more global an
institution’s alumni base, the more chance they have to harness the skills and
experience of people with influence and connections around the world. Indeed, the
alumni governance model pioneered in the US has seen institutions receiving both
bigger endowments and better governance as a result of having more alumni on their
boards. Bringing prominent global alumni more to bear in university governance
systems could, therefore, be particularly helpful to London institutions seeking to
maintain their world-leading status and international ‘soft power’ credentials. 
 
Local London  
When international students come to the capital, they contribute to the local London
community in multiple ways. One benefit is by reinforcing the local London workforce. 

https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2022/08/22/2022-hepi-soft-power-index-uk-slips-further-behind-the-us-for-the-fifth-year-running/
https://www.london.ac.uk/applications/how-it-works/speak-alumni-ambassador#:~:text=Alumni%20Ambassadors%20are%20graduates%20who,with%20work%20and%20family%20commitments
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/alumni-led-boards-key-us-universities-strength
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/alumni-led-boards-key-us-universities-strength
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The ability of international students to undertake up to 20 hours of paid work a week
while studying, as well as stay in the UK to look for permanent work after graduation,
means that overseas students support a considerable part of the London economy –
particularly the retail and hospitality industries, together with London’s thriving night-
time economy, enabling these sectors to recover, thrive and grow. Another benefit,
albeit lesser known, is the invaluable contribution that international students make to
the capital through unpaid volunteering hours. London universities and higher
education colleges offer a wide range of opportunities for students to volunteer in the
local community. 

A London & Partners survey of international students in London in 2018 found that
over two thirds of international students volunteered while they were living in the city,
benefiting local London communities with their skills across different sectors and
industries. 

The cultural contribution of international students to the vibrancy of the capital is also
significant. The presence of international students in London means that the capital’s
higher education institutions have some of the most diverse extra-curricular offerings
in the country, which celebrate the cultures, languages and histories of different
countries around the world. International student societies like these not only expose
UK students to different traditions but they also give local Londoners an insight into
other global cultures through the public performances, events and celebrations they
host, not to mention the grocery stores, restaurants and places of worship that
emerge specifically to support them. Prior to the pandemic, London & Partners
research showed that international students in London supported almost 40,000 jobs
– that’s enough people to fill 40 London tube trains! With scepticism over
international students in the UK now sadly growing, regional authorities and devolved
administrations should do more to quantify the benefits of international students to
wider society, and the London councils and the GLA, in particular, can lead the way in
showing links between London’s internationalism and the city’s relative prosperity. 
 
Transnational education 
Several London higher education institutions are already leaders in transnational
education (TNE). TNE provision is wide-ranging and includes entire courses delivered
through distance learning, either online or via local delivery partnerships with trusted
educational institutions ‘on the ground’ in other countries, twinning arrangements or
dual and joint degrees. 

https://files.londonandpartners.com/l-and-p/assets/economic_impact_of_londons_international_students_2018.pdf
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/students/news/2020/dec/ucl-heart-multicultural-london
https://studenthub.city.ac.uk/student-administration/equality-and-diversity-for-students/student-diversity-and-the-student-experience-at-city
https://files.londonandpartners.com/l-and-p/assets/economic_impact_of_londons_international_students_2018.pdf
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TNE can also be delivered through institutions which have a physical presence, or
satellite campus, elsewhere in the world. To provide an idea of London’s importance in
the TNE market, the University of London alone offers over 100 flexible and distance
learning programmes to over 50,000 students worldwide. The University of
Westminster offers validated and franchised undergraduate and postgraduate courses
with delivery partners in Europe, Hong Kong, Sri Lanka and Uzbekistan. Middlesex
University London also has overseas campuses in Dubai and Mauritius. 

TNE provision in all its forms brings many benefits to the capital. First, it can help to
develop ‘brand recognition’ for London providers in other countries and help them
capture new markets. Second, TNE delivery is less vulnerable to disruption and can
help institutions to secure international student numbers during uncertain times,
particularly when travel restrictions or the rising costs of international study may
prevent people from physically coming to London, or elsewhere in the UK, to
undertake their studies. Third, TNE can further enhance institutional capabilities
through access to new talent and resources, particularly relevant to progress in
research and innovation. With the demand for UK postgraduate degrees delivered
overseas steadily increasing, and the capital already holding a large share of the TNE
market, London universities should be capitalising on these students to further
develop research links and future collaboration, as has also been suggested by
Universities UK International. 

100+
THE UNIVERSITY OF LONDON 
OFFERS

FLEXIBLE AND DISTANCE 
LEARNING PROGRAMMES

In uncertain times such as these,
developing TNE provision could be one
of the main ways that London’s higher
education institutions can enhance and
grow their global appeal. While the
benefits to individual institutions of
securing new students and unlocking 
future research potential are clear, embracing TNE can also help to boost ‘brand London’
as an engine of opportunity around the world – both helping the UK Government to
deliver on its ‘Global Britain’ agenda and putting the capital at the heart of a new,
positive relationship with the wider world. 

https://www.london.ac.uk/about-us/how-university-run/worldwide
https://www.westminster.ac.uk/about-us/our-university/global-westminster/our-transnational-education-tne-partner-institutions
https://www.mdx.ac.uk/about-us/what-we-do/our-campuses
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2022/06/14/international-postgraduate-research-students-matter-if-the-uk-wants-to-become-a-science-superpower-here-is-what-we-can-do-to-attract-and-retain-them/
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/universities-uk-international
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/universities-uk-international
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/global-britain-delivering-on-our-international-ambition
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While all higher education and research institutions in London may share the
challenges and opportunities outlined in the previous two sections of this report, the
diversity of London’s universities and higher education colleges means that different
institutions will have different relationships with international students and appeal to
different international markets. As a result, London’s higher education institutions all
need different strategies and approaches to increasing international education exports
in ways that work for them. The following section of this International Education
Strategy for London sets out a four-part framework for growth largely based on
London providers’ unique profiles and circumstances. 
 
Pathway A: large, research-intensive institutions 
Large, multi-faculty, research-intensive institutions in London continue to be popular
with international students, largely due to their strong overseas brand and a growing
global footprint. These are cultivated through their extensive alumni networks and
varied TNE provision. Insights from the QS International Student Survey 2022 show
that international students are actively looking for universities that offer “high quality
teaching” and have a good reputation for specific subject areas. These key factors in
decision-making will, in many cases, lead students towards large, multi-faculty,
research-intensive institutions with commanding global reputations. 

University College London (UCL), which scores in the top 20 for all the subjects it offers
in the QS International Student Survey, continues to take more international students
than any other UK university, hosting a total overseas student population of 20,170 in
the academic year 2020-21. In the same year, London’s five members of the Russell
Group alone hosted just short of 60,000 international students between them. That is
almost 10 per cent of the Government’s existing target of 600,000 international
students and shows how London’s large, research-intensive universities already form
the engine-room of the UK Government’s drive for increased international education
exports. 

A closer look at what international students are studying at these institutions reveals
an even split between undergraduate and postgraduate enrolments. 

https://www.qs.com/portfolio-items/international-student-survey-2022-uk/
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/
https://www.qs.com/portfolio-items/international-student-survey-2022-uk/
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students/where-from
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Yet, just under a tenth of its total international student population (2,315) is enrolled
on a postgraduate research course, suggesting more could be done to convert
London’s sizeable international population of postgraduate taught (PGT) students into
future postgraduate research (PGR) talent. International students are, after all, a rich
pool of budding research talent which we should be harnessing as a nation to power
the UK’s R&D ambitions and boost innovation. Research-performing organisations in
London, given their size, scale and existing appeal, are ideally positioned to build a
pipeline of opportunity for international students which takes them right through from
undergraduate study to PhD research and beyond. This is a prospect which may not be
possible for some students in their home countries – particularly those from
developing international education markets where GDP spending on R&D lags well
behind the global average. 

The UK Government’s R&D People and Culture Strategy, published in July 2021,
highlighted the need for “a strong and compelling offer to both international and
domestic talent” in order to retain people in the UK research system. This offer,
particularly for international students from less advanced knowledge economies, may
be the gateway to realising their research ambitions and the opportunity to build a
research career in one of the world’s leading R&D ecosystems. For this reason,
London’s large, research-intensive universities would do well to make this possibility
clear to international students from the outset and concentrate on providing up-to-
date information, advice and guidance to both international undergraduate and PGT
students at the point of entry, so that they are aware of possible research pathways at
their institutions, as well as understand UK-specific funding opportunities. The
availability of positive information in this area has become all the more important after
the UK’s departure from the EU and continued uncertainty over the UK’s participation
in European funding schemes. 

UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) can help in this respect to retain international
talent in London and elsewhere in the UK. Now that 30 per cent of UK Research
Council studentships at individual Doctoral Training Providers (DTPs) and Centres for
Doctoral Training (CDTs) can be made available to international students, UKRI should
roll out regional roadshows for new international PGT students each winter, in
partnership with regional clusters of DTPs and CDTs, aimed at informing them

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/research-and-development-rd-people-and-culture-strategy
https://www.ukri.org/
https://www.ukri.org/what-we-offer/developing-people-and-skills/find-studentships-and-doctoral-training/get-a-studentship-to-fund-your-doctorate/
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about possibilities for progression to funded research places within their local R&D
ecosystems. These roadshows should also be opened up to international students
approaching the final year of integrated Masters courses.
 
While the return of the post-study work visa has been a most welcome start to help
attract international students to UK universities, the introduction of a single pathway
student visa, similar to that on offer in New Zealand, would enable international
students to come to the UK to study up to three courses, one after the other, on a
single student visa. Establishing a UK-version of this single pathway visa would help
to facilitate seamless progression from undergraduate study to PhD and avoid any
off-putting bureaucracy and extra expense for prospective students. It would also
align perfectly with the UK Government’s ‘Global Britain’ agenda and its commitment
to make it easier for the brightest and best to come to the UK. We strongly encourage
the Home Office to explore a single pathway student visa to address the current leaky
talent pipeline of budding international research talent.
 Pathway B: modern, technical, vocational and

professional institutions 
According to MillionPlus, modern
universities make up over half of the UK’s
higher education sector, educating over a
million students each year. While modern
technical, vocational and professional 

institutions are often associated with domestic student populations, largely due to
their background as former polytechnics serving local learners, the UK’s modern
universities are also home to growing international student numbers. In some of
London’s vocationally orientated institutions, for example, international students
make up around a quarter of the total student population, such as at the University of
West London (UWL) with 25.7 per cent of overseas students, or at the University of
Westminster where 26.7 per cent of students are from outside the UK. Universities in
the capital such as these, then, could well be key to expanding international education
exports in a way that holds long-term benefit for the UK economy and bolsters the
country’s public and private sector industries. 

LONDON HEIs TRAIN 

48,000
ESSENTIAL PROFESSIONALS 
EACH YEAR

https://www.immigration.govt.nz/new-zealand-visas/apply-for-a-visa/about-visa/pathway-student-visa
https://www.millionplus.ac.uk/
https://www.millionplus.ac.uk/documents/Think_Modern_2022_update.pdf
https://www.thecompleteuniversityguide.co.uk/student-advice/where-to-study/international-students-at-uk-universities
https://www.uwl.ac.uk/
https://www.westminster.ac.uk/
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For instance, according to its Access and Participation Plan, approximately 70 per cent
of the University of East London (UEL) student population is Black, Asian or from a
mixed ethnic background. Moreover, in the London borough of Newham where UEL is
based, no one ethnic group accounts for more than a fifth of the population, with the
largest ethnic groups in the borough being White British (17 per cent), Indian (14 per
cent), African (12 per cent), Bangladeshi (12 per cent) and Pakistani (10 per cent). The
University of Greenwich is similarly situated in a borough where over 90 languages are
spoken and 19 per cent of households do not speak English as a first language. As a
result, modern universities in diverse communities such as these already offer support
services tailored to diverse student groups, which can help international students both
to settle in and to get through difficult times should they experience them. 

The majority of courses offered by many of London’s modern universities are
inherently vocational in nature – either directly supporting the UK’s public services
through courses in Policing, Nursing, Social Care and Education, or bolstering UK
business through in-study work placements, sandwich degrees and modules in
enterprise and entrepreneurship. University Alliance claim their universities train a
quarter of all Nursing and Midwifery students in England and Wales. MillionPlus also
point out that modern universities account for over two-thirds (67 per cent) of all
initial teacher training students in the university sector and three quarters (75 per
cent) of social policy students. 

Some of London’s modern universities explicitly market themselves on their
professional and industry connections. This is because many of the capital’s modern
higher education institutions are focussed on preparing the future workforce by
working in partnership with employers to deliver the skills-based learning that powers
London industry. These industry links can be invaluable to international students
looking to establish careers after graduation in the capital as well as the wider UK.
While placements on health-based courses such as Nursing are mandatory, industry-
based learning is often a particular bonus of studying at a modern university and can
be pitched as a distinct benefit for international students hoping to secure a job after
graduation.

https://www.uel.ac.uk/sites/default/files/5578.pdf
https://www.uel.ac.uk/sites/default/files/5578.pdf
https://www.uel.ac.uk/
https://hummedia.manchester.ac.uk/institutes/code/briefings/localdynamicsofdiversity/geographies-of-diversity-in-newham.pdf
https://www.gre.ac.uk/
https://www.royalgreenwich.gov.uk/info/200313/population_and_demographics/2163/population_characteristics
https://www.unialliance.ac.uk/
https://www.unialliance.ac.uk/poweringuk/powering-the-nhs/
https://www.unialliance.ac.uk/poweringuk/powering-the-nhs/
https://www.millionplus.ac.uk/
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At the University of Roehampton, for example, all undergraduate programmes offer
students the option of a professional placement year, which can be taken between
years two and three of their degree. Middlesex University London similarly offers
sandwich courses, which combine an undergraduate degree with a year-long
placement in a professional setting and during this placement students will not need
to pay fees. Plus, with the added bonus of being located in one of the world’s biggest
cities for business, all higher education institutions in the capital are able to draw on
their proximity to the headquarters of global businesses and some of the fastest-
growing tech start-ups in the world, not to mention major health and education trusts,
to attract international students wanting a head-start in their careers. 

At present, full-time Student and Tier 4 visa holders can complete a work placement
during their time in the UK providing it is an assessed and integral part of their course
and it is not more than 50 per cent of the total length of their programme. Plus, if the
work placement meets these conditions, an international student on a Student/Tier 4
visa will still be able to work an additional 20 hours a week in a part-time job over and
above the placement, thereby allowing international students considerable leeway to
earn money alongside their studies and enhance their employability and skills. While it
is unlikely that a work placement will form an essential part of a postgraduate
research programme, the current UK Student/Tier 4 visa would, in theory, allow
doctoral students to undertake an industry placement should they be able to prove it
is integral to their research and assessment. So, modern universities in London with
their professional focus and impressive industry links may want to explore the
prospect of introducing more industry-facing PhDs with work placements at their core
as a further means of attracting international postgraduate research students. This
will also help equip the London workforce with advanced high-level skills to maintain
the capital’s advantage over other global cities. 

With qualifications that are either exclusively recognised for practice in the UK, such as
Nursing or Teaching degrees, or tailored to the specific needs of UK business,
international students enrolling in courses at more modern, technical, vocational and
professional universities in the capital are already more likely to stay in London, and
the wider UK, after graduation to build lifelong careers. Expanding student numbers at
modern, multi-faculty universities such as these can be an obvious way to address
current UK skills shortages and boost UK productivity, not simply boost short-term
revenue. 

https://www.roehampton.ac.uk/
https://www.roehampton.ac.uk/careers/placements/#:~:text=All%20our%20undergraduate%20programmes%20offer,stated%20on%20your%20degree%20transcript
https://www.mdx.ac.uk/
https://www.mdx.ac.uk/study-with-us/ways-to-study/sandwich-courses#:~:text=A%20four%2Dyear%20sandwich%20course,fees%20during%20your%20placement%20year
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Pathway C: Arts specialists 
Specialist providers focusing on the arts (including conservatoires providing training in
music, drama and dance) have different relationships with their students than other
provider types. Whereas many universities prize and prioritise breadth of provision
across the liberal arts and other disciplines, arts specialists cultivate communities with
an intense focus on a particular discipline or a small pool of disciplines. In London,
these communities can be either small and selective or large such as the University of
the Arts London (UAL). Whatever their size, these communities are also highly
international with, for example, just under half of the student population at the Royal
Academy of Music (45.1 per cent) coming from overseas. UAL is also home to the
eighth highest number of international students of any UK university with a total of
10,755 overseas students in the academic year 2020-21. 

For international students and researchers looking to attend creative specialists
abroad, they will likely have a single art form or career goal in mind. In many cases, an
aspiring professional dancer or orchestral instrumentalist will have been in focused
training since they were young. Many of these will consider training in London, given
its world-leading creative arts provision. In the 2022 QS performing arts rankings for
world universities, London is the only city in the world which has three institutions in
the top ten, including in the top spot. It is safe to say, then, that London is a leading
light in global performing arts education, both in terms of the aspiring performers it
attracts and the talented musicians, dramatists and academics who teach there.  

The UK’s vote to leave the EU in June 2016 has nevertheless cast a shadow over
international recruitment prospects for the UK’s conservatoires. In particular, the loss
of ‘home’ fee status for EU citizens has visibly damaged student recruitment from
Central and Eastern Europe in particular – a stronghold of artistic talent. Data from the
Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) reveal a sharp drop-off in total
EU student applicants to UK conservatoires, with applicant numbers on 26 January
2022 standing at 580. That is less than half the number who had applied by the same
deadline in 2019 (1,240) and is evidence that European students are now taking their
artistic talents elsewhere. 

Several of London’s specialist arts institutions have begun mitigating against this risk
by introducing funding to allow EU students, among others, to offset costs. 

https://www.arts.ac.uk/
https://www.ram.ac.uk/
https://www.londonhigher.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Winning-Londons-arts-and-minds.pdf
https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings/university-subject-rankings/2022/performing-arts
https://www.ucas.com/data-and-analysis/ucas-conservatoires-releases/2022-cycle-applicant-figures-january-equal-consideration-deadline
https://www.ucas.com/
https://www.ucas.com/data-and-analysis/ucas-conservatoires-releases/2022-cycle-applicant-figures-january-equal-consideration-deadline
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The Royal College of Art, for example, now has a £1 million fund which can support
students who would otherwise find the cost of study in the UK beyond their reach,
while University of the Arts London has introduced the EU transitional award for
eligible EU students, granting them a £10,000 fee reduction for every year of their
course. Although non-EU international applications to UK conservatoire study are
currently increasing – and London as a region continues to pull ahead of the rest of the
UK in terms of overall conservatoire applications – the capital’s specialist creative arts
institutions would undoubtedly benefit from increased financial support from
Government to continue to attract the full range of overseas talent and maintain their
competitive edge against other global and especially European names. 

Another factor to bear in mind for creative arts institutions when attracting
international students is the potential impact of the application procedure that
prospective students go through, which usually has very little in common with that of
multi-faculty institutions. For some UK arts specialists, applications are made through
UCAS Conservatoires rather than the main UCAS website, introducing an extra level of
complexity to the procedure. In addition, applicants to creative courses will sometimes
have to compile portfolios and undertake auditions, either in person or on video. We
would therefore encourage London’s specialist arts institutions to make these
differences and additional requirements clear to prospective students on their
websites and in communications to enable applicants to prepare accordingly and not
be put off by the process. 

Partnering with specialist pathway schemes, such as Artway UK, is another way that
London institutions can help prepare international students for admission, as they
mentor international students prior to application and provide assistance with
portfolio preparation as well as English language skills. With smaller specialist
pathway providers like these likely to be lesser known by international students,
however, we recommend that the Mayor of London work with a reputable London
business body, such as the London Chambers of Commerce and Industry, to develop a
bespoke London ‘student friendly’ kitemark. Such a kitemark will enable international
students to better recognise reputable pathway providers and make it more difficult
for fraudulent companies to tarnish the reputation of those pathway providers that
are working hard to increase international student numbers compassionately and in
the best interests of students. 

https://www.rca.ac.uk/
https://www.arts.ac.uk/
https://www.arts.ac.uk/about-ual/ual-and-the-european-union/brexit/brexit-information-for-students
https://artway.co.uk/
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For courses requiring auditions or interviews, where and how international applicants
can audition will naturally impact their commitment to seeing the process through.
Many of London’s arts institutions already aim to be accessible to international
applicants. Some conservatoires, despite being small in size, hold auditions in several
major cities around the world, including New York, Singapore, Tokyo and Beijing.
However, these hubs will not help London institutions to diversify into new markets,
particularly in developing countries. So, establishing hub locations in target markets
such as West Africa and smaller cities in East, South, and South-East Asia would
provide many more international applicants with the opportunity to consider a UK
conservatoire experience. 

In a world where international travel has become more difficult after Covid, not to
mention more costly for individuals and the environment, it is important that London’s
arts institutions stay ahead of the curve and become more flexible to ensure they are
not needlessly denying applicants the opportunity to interview. Allowing applicants to
submit recorded audition tapes at least for first auditions, as is already the practice for
acting at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA), would be a welcome
development and negate the need for travel, thereby opening up a potentially larger
pool of international applicants. 
 
Pathway D: Science specialists 
The practice of science is inherently international. As a result, science courses in the
UK have some of the highest numbers of international student enrolments. Indeed,
UCAS data show that engineering and technology courses consistently had a higher
percentage of international students than even business and management courses
over the three years to 2021. Largely due to its global links, London is a particularly
desirable place for international students to study science and the city is rapidly
developing into the scientific powerhouse of the UK, with institutions such as Imperial
College London ranked as a world leader for engineering and technology. It is joined by
UCL to further demonstrate London’s global excellence in medicine. Moreover, thanks
to the College’s focus on enterprise and innovation as well as ‘big’ science, Imperial is
swiftly become a magnet for budding entrepreneurs, keen to bring the benefits of their
research to the outside world. 

The growth of specialist scientific research institutes in London is equally helping to
turn the capital into an unrivalled hub of scientific prowess.

https://www.rada.ac.uk/courses/ba-hons-acting/
https://www.rada.ac.uk/
https://www.ucas.com/data-and-analysis/undergraduate-statistics-and-reports/ucas-undergraduate-sector-level-end-cycle-data-resources-2021
https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings/university-subject-rankings/2022/engineering-technology
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2022/sep/24/imperial-college-london-inside-the-university-that-is-in-the-business-of-studying


32International Education Strategy for London

The Knowledge Quarter in the Bloomsbury area of London is already home to an
impressive array of research institutes which include, amongst others: the Francis
Crick Institute and its recent vaccine developments; The Alan Turing Institute and its
new visualisation systems for achieving green energy; and the Wellcome Trust with its
world-leading research across a wide range of scientific disciplines. Specialist scientific
higher education institutions, such as the Royal Veterinary College and the London
School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, are also located in the area, while the
Institute of Cancer Research’s new life sciences campus in the London borough of
Sutton is set to expand the capital’s scientific footprint and offer incoming
international students and researchers the possibility to live and work in one of
London’s leafier and less congested areas. 

Specialist scientific institutes such as these are magnets for overseas talent and
investment. The global networks and collaborations of which they are a part also
provide ideal frameworks to incentivise international students and researchers to
come to the capital for both short or longer-term study periods. Owing to their very
nature addressing some of the world’s grand challenges including famine, pandemics
and climate change, many of London’s specialist scientific institutes have strong links
to Africa and the Global South. One such example is the ‘Global Health Research in
Africa’ Doctoral Training Programme offered by the London School of Hygiene and
Tropical Medicine and run in partnership with institutions in Zambia, Zimbabwe,
Ethiopia, The Gambia and Uganda – all of which are traditionally untapped target
markets for international talent. While it is important, and above all ethical, that these
countries retain homegrown expertise to tackle local challenges on the ground,
London institutions are in a strong position to devise ways to expand fixed-term study
and research exchange schemes to offer researchers from these countries the chance
to study in the capital and enhance their knowledge and industry-specific skills. 

London’s specialist science institutions face serious international competition for
students, particularly from high-ranking institutions in the US. However, the
admission timetables between the two countries vary significantly and can work to
the disadvantage of UK institutions. For entry to high-tariff science institutions in the
UK, international students generally apply through the centralised UCAS admissions
system and, therefore, work towards a mid-January application deadline, save for
those students applying to courses in most Medicine, Dentistry, Veterinary Medicine
and Veterinary Science courses which work to an earlier October deadline. 

https://www.knowledgequarter.london/
https://www.crick.ac.uk/
https://www.turing.ac.uk/
https://wellcome.org/
https://www.rvc.ac.uk/
https://www.lshtm.ac.uk/
https://wbc.lshtm.ac.uk/fellows/wellcome-trust-doctoral-programme-global-health-research-in-africa-2022-2026/
https://www.lshtm.ac.uk/
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This means that, for international students, who may be thinking of applying to
universities in both the United States and the United Kingdom, to keep their options
open, they are likely to receive the outcome of their US applications before they have
to submit their UK UCAS choices. This discrepancy could significantly hinder London
and other UK institutions from attracting top scientific talent, as many prospective
international students may already hold binding or unbinding ‘early action’ decisions
from US institutions, so may not feel the need to proceed with their UK applications.
This means London universities should be investing heavily in strategic
communications every winter application cycle to convince prospective international
applicants of the merits of applying to study at their institutions over all others. The
Mayor of London should also be aware that the December to January period is crucial
for getting international student applications to the capital’s universities over the line
and could contribute effectively by putting out promotional messaging for the
wonders of studying in London around the end of the calendar year. 
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the establishment of a dedicated International Education Champion for London to
support the UK International Education Champion in his mission to deliver on the
next phase of increasing the UK’s international education exports;  
the piloting of a new single pathway student visa to incentivise international
students coming to the UK for undergraduate study to progress more easily on to
postgraduate qualifications; and
targeted, regional-specific information, advice and guidance for international
postgraduate students, delivered through UK Research and Innovation (UKRI), to
increase the conversion rate into postgraduate research to support London’s R&D
capabilities. 

the urgent addition of potential research security risks to the London Risk Register
to ensure the capital is protecting against attacks on its extensive R&D sector
which is essential for national economic growth; 
the creation of a London-wide kitemark for international education pathway
providers to provide reassurance to overseas students coming to the capital that
they are using reputable services with the best interests of the students and the
city at heart; 

As we begin to pursue a new national plan for growth, there is a clear case for the
capital to have its own International Education Strategy if it is to continue delivering
on the UK Government’s ambition to increase education exports and support the wider
UK higher education sector to harness global opportunities. This will involve closer
working, not only between London’s higher education institutions and UK Government,
but also between the GLA and other relevant London stakeholders concerned with
enhancing the capital’s brand and reputation both at home and overseas. 

Increasing London’s attractiveness to international education markets will be a
collaborative effort. That is why we have made several recommendations to different
stakeholder groups throughout this report. These can be summarised as follows: 

Of the UK Government we ask for: 

Of the Mayor of London we ask for: 
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a commitment to ensuring London’s purpose-built student accommodation
remains accessible to international students through a standing item on the
Mayor’s Academic Forum to discuss pricing in the context of the London Plan; and 
dedicated resource within the GLA to work on campaigns which not only promote
the city and its opportunities specifically to international students, and can be
used by the International Education Champion for London to support their work,
but also raise awareness to local Londoners of the benefits that international
students bring to the capital to pave the way for harmonious future growth. 

the provision of up-to-date information about the true costs of living in the capital,
and in their particular London boroughs, to allow applicants to prepare accordingly
and dispel myths about the city’s affordability for international students; 
a commitment to the strategic use of global alumni networks, to break into target
recruitment markets, to strengthen governing bodies and to establish a wider
panel of global London alumni who can support the International Education
Champion for London in their work with prospective overseas students; 
innovative thinking about TNE provision to forge stronger relationships with target
markets around the world; 
consideration of a more nuanced fee structure or bursary system as a pan-
regional ‘London offer’ to students from developing countries to ensure the capital
becomes a world-leader in international as well as domestic widening
participation;  
improved accessibility of enterprise and entrepreneurship programmes to
international students to make it easier for them to stay in the capital to set up
businesses and bring their ideas to market; and 
serious consideration of the needs and expectations of international students and
a willingness to engage in making the London higher education sector safer,
greener and more inclusive for the future by nominating representatives to sit and
engage in London Higher’s varied network offering, including Sustainability, EDI
and International, and much more. 

Higher education institutions in London have plenty to be considering too, depending
on their size and provider-type. All London universities and higher education colleges
share a collective responsibility to display care and compassion for international
students. As such, we make the following recommendations to our members: 

Of all London higher education institutions we ask for: 
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Finally, as we recognise the full diversity of London’s higher education sector, we
have also made a series of recommendations based on different provider-types.
These can be summarised as follows: 
Large, research-intensive institutions should concentrate on new international
student markets where students can be harnessed to stay on to study through to
PhD-level while research opportunities in their own countries remain scarce; 
Modern, technical, vocational and professional universities should think about
expanding their own international postgraduate research populations through the
development of more industry-facing PhDs which include work placements as a
core part of the programme, both in London’s public and private sectors; 
London’s specialist arts institutions should take care to clarify their specific
application process and consider developing, perhaps through partnerships,
sustainable solutions to audition and assess international entrants who may not
be able to travel to London or existing international outposts; and 
London’s specialist science institutions need to be alert to the implications that
other countries’ earlier application deadlines may have on international applicants’
willingness to persevere with their applications to UK institutions and invest in
powerful communications over the New Year period to maintain interest in their
educational offer. 

Although new opportunities and challenges for the capital will inevitably emerge with
the passage of time, this International Strategy for London is only the start of the
conversation about how the city’s higher education sector can remain at the heart of
the Government’s plan for growth in the international education arena. With the help
of our London Higher International Network and other partners across local and
national government, we look forward to delivering on this Strategy for the continued
success of higher education in the best city in the world.  
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