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Industrious rather than indolent, 
conservative rather than radical, 
today’s students are plumping for 
pragmatism over partying. Their 
sights are firmly set on the uphill 
road ahead, with the vast majority 
in this third University Lifestyle 
Survey saying they are taking a 
degree course to improve their 
career prospects. And surprisingly, 
top of their concerns is not the debt 
they will incur, but the result they 
will achieve and whether they can 
secure themselves a job with it.

Despite expecting to finish in the 
red, a large number are happy that 
they are making a sound investment 
in their future. This is a cohort 
already seemingly comfortable 
with the top-up fees regime, 
which will be music to the ears of 
those advocating lifting the cap 
on the £3,000 currently paid. And 
prospective students can rest easy 
in their beds, for even with no cap, 
UK fees are unlikely to rival those 
in the US, where for the first time, 

the cost of attending some private 
universities will exceed the median 
American household income.

And if our students are now paying 
for their tuition, they are certainly 
making sure they get the most out 
of it, with most missing few lectures 
and levels of socialising plummeting. 
When they do go out, 62% of them 
shell out only £20 or less each week, 
most of it spent off campus, which 
is bad news for university bars but 
good news for all the nearby pubs 
and clubs. 

But most importantly, if this new 
breed of paying and not playing 
student is putting money in, they  
are demanding satisfaction out, 
so the information contained in 
this report on their expectations, 
concerns and lifestyle will be 
invaluable to all those seeking to 
ensure they are not disappointed  
by their university experience. 

Ann Mroz
Editor, Times Higher Education
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The 2008 Sodexo University 
Lifestyle Survey provides all of 
us in the sector with a valuable 
insight into the lives and concerns 
of our students. Not only is this in 
itself a welcome addition to our 
understanding of the pressures 
experienced by undergraduate 
students, but it also provides us 
with significant issues to address 
within our institutions. By reflecting 
on the matters revealed by the 
survey, we can all  add to the quality 
of the student experience. 

The surveys in 2004, 2006 and now 
this, the 2008 edition, reveal some 
continuity in key areas, which is 
to be expected. There are still 
large numbers of students living 
at home, spending considerable 
time travelling to and from their 
universities and working to fund 
their studies.  These factors, not 
surprisingly, lead to a ‘disconnect’ 
with the university, and impacts 
on many areas of the otherwise 
traditional view of student life on 
campus. With fewer students using 
the clubs and societies, the bars 
and restaurants as ways of meeting 
and socialising, then the impact on 
such provision has to be reviewed 
and perhaps re-thought in terms  
of what facilities we provide for  
our students.

but also at the support offered in 
dealing with stress-related issues 
these findings indicate. There is 
also a valuable role to be played in 
ensuring the student experience 
is as good as possible, especially 
when so many students are living 
away from the university and do 
not have the perceived or more 
traditional experience of student 
life. Raising expectations from the 
outset and measuring how these 
are met, will help us all to adjust  
to the different view of university  
as a life and learning experience 
that this generation of students  
is expressing.

Using the data provided in the 
University Lifestyle Survey will help 
ensure that students’ needs and 
aspirations are met, and that we are 
providing an experience which will 
support a lifetime of learning and 
development for all our students.

Sally Burrows
Associate Dean  
Home Undergraduate Programmes 
Bradford University School of Management

There is evidence that social spaces, 
bars, cafes, computer suites are 
being used in a different way and 
that the traditional library provision 
is being shunned in favour of social 
spaces as places to study. Does this 
give us new insights into how we 
plan our campus spaces?

Another key finding is that students 
are much more concerned with 
their degree classification than, 
apparently, the cost of their 
education. Student debt appears to 
be less of a worry than balancing 
work and study, and the final results 
that students hope to achieve. 
This survey would indicate that the 
cost of their education and leaving 
with debt is less of an issue for the 
students than much of the media 
would suggest.

Of greater importance to anyone in 
the higher education sector, is the 
fact that students are concerned 
about their degree classification 
and of balancing their work and 
lifestyles. The need for students to 
help fund their studies is something 
we have all had to consider in 
planning our teaching strategies, 
but these indicators suggest we may 
need to look again at the levels of 
support for students, both in terms 
of academic support for learning, 
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This is the third Sodexo University Lifestyle Survey.  
As with the previous two surveys, in 2006 and 2004, this research 
aims to paint a uniquely detailed picture of how the 1,208,645* 
full-time undergraduate students in the UK really live. 

The average student works hard 
(often juggling a paid job alongside 
their study), doesn’t spend much  
time socialising, drinks in 
moderation, rarely skips lectures, 
and worries about achieving the 
degree result they need to succeed in 
the competitive graduate job market. 

Debts are rising fast, but so too is 
student tolerance of such debt as  
a means to an end. Those who have 
happy memories of university as a 
right of passage – the first real taste 
of freedom away from ones parents 
– may be surprised by the now 
firmly-established trend for living  
at home to save money. 

To further separate them from the 
traditional university experience, 
many of these students also have 
a part-time job and socialise 
away from the university. These 
are different times. All those who 
imagine the student experience  
has remained frozen in time  
should read on!

Other student surveys tend to 
have a particular point to prove 
– be it about student debt, or 
contact hours, or the experience of 
international students. In contrast 
this research explores the whole 
student experience. What drove 
today’s students to go to university 
in the first place? Where does their 
money come from and what do they 
spend it on? How much do they owe 
and how does that make them feel? 
Where do they live? What worries 
them? How much do they study and 
where? What does a typical day look 
like? Do they feel safe? How much 
do they drink?

This year’s results show a hastening 
of many trends that we first noted  
in 2004. The message seems to be 
that we should throw most of our 
old-fashioned stereotypes about 
student behaviour out of the window. 
Today’s students are clear why they 
are at university - to get a job –  
and this seems to colour much of 
their behaviour. 

* Higher Education Statistics Agency, Full-time undergraduate students in the UK 2006-07.
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Choosing university 
education

According to legend, students 
through the ages have seen higher 
education as the big playground 
before the serious business of 
the rest of their life – a chance 
to truly sample independence, to 
drink alcohol, to find a partner (or 
several), to meet friends, to carve 
out some opinions about the world, 
and in between all that, to have a 
long lie in. But higher education 
has become a much more practical 
mission – a means to an end -  
for today’s students.

This generation of students 
are firmly focused upon higher 
education as a way to launch or 
enhance their future career. The 
majority of students (74%) say  
they wanted to go to university to 
improve their job prospects, and 
43% say it is essential for their 
chosen profession. 

Money is also a factor, as 60% were 
motivated by a desire to improve 
their salary prospects. It is worth 
remembering that in our 2004 
survey only 36% of students went to 
university in order to earn more, so 

with a marked increase in the 
proportion of students taking 
out a student loan: 76% in 2008, 
compared with 65% in 2006. 

Second on the list are parents, 
with more than half of all 
students (51%) relying upon  
them for money. As in previous 
surveys, students from outside 
the UK are even more likely to be 
propped up financially by their 
parents. Eight in ten students 
from outside Europe (79%) and 
seven in ten from elsewhere in 
Europe (71%) have money from 
their parents, as opposed to 50% 
of UK students.

It has become increasingly 
normal for a student to do paid 
work during term-time to finance 
their time at university. One third 
(33%) of all students now juggle 
a part-time job alongside their 
studies. This mirrors the findings 
of the last two student lifestyle 
surveys, confirming that this is 
not a passing trend and that while 
fees have yet to scale the heights 
of those in the US, we are already 
emulating their tradition of 
working through university. 

we have seen a big shift in attitudes 
in the past four years.

Students want to see for themselves 
what an institution is like. Just over 
half of all students (51%) say that 
a good impression during an open 
day guided their first and second 
choice of institution. Nearly as many 
students (46%) say that a friendly 
atmosphere was important to them. 

Only 11% listen to their parents 
when it comes to choosing their 
university. This is particularly 
interesting given the current trend 
for parents attending open days with 
their offspring. It seems that while 
parents may be much more present 
on campus than ever before, when 
it comes to the crunch, either they 
are not attempting to influence their 
children, or their views do not count 
as much as one might imagine.

Funding a university 
education and 
personal finance

In the past two surveys, the student 
loan has been the most widespread 
source of financial support. This 
year that remains the case, but 

Good impression from open days including student and catering facilities

Friendly Atmosphere 

Attractive environment created by university buildings and layout 

Active social life/good social facilities 

Campus university (all accommodation, lectures and facilities on one site) 

Top five non-academic factors considered when 
choosing a university

51%

46%

42%

31%

31%
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thought they would leave with more 
than £10,000 of debt. 

Most strikingly more than a third of 
all students (37%) expect to leave 
university more than £17,500 in  
the red.

The media often makes the 
assumption that all students feel 
incredibly resentful about getting 
into debt. In fact, the majority of 
students (64%) feel either fairly 
confident or very confident that 
they are making a sensible financial 
investment in their future career.
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Astonishingly, a minority of 2% of 
students (3% in new universities) 
actually hold down a full-time job 
during term-time.

Almost half of all students who do 
part-time work (49%) devote an 
average of 15 hours (or between 11 
and 20 hours a week) to their job.

The most common levels of rent are 
£61-£70 per week (16% of students) 
or £71-£80 per week (16% of 
students). Those in catered halls are 
most likely to be paying the highest 
rent, as almost four in ten of them 
(38%) pay £101-£150 per week.

Students are no longer dedicating 
their student life to partying. The 
majority of students only spend a 
small amount of cash each week on 
socialising. 62% spend £20 or less 
on their social life, including buying 
alcohol and cigarettes.

Debt is an inescapable reality 
for most of today’s students as 
they go through university. The 
majority of students (63%) expect 
to accumulate debts totalling more 
than £10,000 by the time they 
graduate. This is a considerable leap 
from 2006, when 39% of students 

Expected debt at graduation

£0

£1-10,000 

£10,001-17,500 

£17,501-20,000 

£20,000 plus 

14%

23%

26%

19%

18%

Is your debt acceptable?

Definitely yes 

Probably yes 

No/don’t know 

27%

37%

36%
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Lifestyle and eating 
habits

Rented flats or houses off campus 
are the most common form of 
accommodation for 38% of students. 

We continue to see a trend for living 
at home while studying. This is the 
third most common accommodation 
scenario, as 13% of students live with 
their parents or family. As  
we saw in 2006, students in new 
universities are much more likely to 
live at home – 19% do, compared with 
only 7% in traditional universities.

In 2006, we saw very clear signs that 
students were beginning to move 
away from a university-centred 
social life. This trend has gathered 
pace very rapidly. Today we see 
that the majority of students (67%) 
do most or all of their socialising 
at non-university venues. This is a 
considerable increase from 44% in 
2006. It signals a need for universities 
to think hard about how they maintain 
a sense of community on campus.

We have already seen that this 
generation of students is career-
minded and work focused. It should 
come as no surprise then that 
supervised study commands a lot of 
their time. On an average weekday 
almost one quarter of all students 
(23%) spend five hours or more in 
lectures, seminars, tutorials, or 
in the lab. Continuing the theme, 
the second most time-consuming 
activity is private study. 15% of 
students spend five hours or more 
each weekday on independent study. 

There has been a dramatic drop in 
the number of hours students spend 
socialising since 2006. Two years 
ago, seeing friends and socialising 
was the biggest event in the student 
day, with 44% of students devoting 
five hours or more on a typical 
weekday to their social life. Now, 
although socialising is still very 
much on the agenda, only 14% of 
students spend five hours or more 
spending time with friends. Indeed 
almost one third (31%) say they 
spend only one hour or less each 
day socialising.

As one might expect, the majority of 
students regularly use a computer 
for different purposes each week. 
Social networking sites, such as  
Bebo and Facebook, are very 
popular, with 88% of students  
using them every week. The vast 
majority of students use a computer 
to study online: 92% of students say 
they do.

Academics who are looking fearfully 
towards popular websites like “Rate 
Your Prof” in the US may be relieved 
to know that the trend for ranting 
about your tutor online hasn’t 
yet caught on here in the same 
way. Almost three-quarters (74%) 
of students say they have never 
written about their university or a  
tutor on a message board or blog.

Students are most likely to study 
at home. Almost two-thirds (63%) 
do most of their studying in their 
accommodation.

Generally students are not missing 
large numbers of lectures. The 
majority (91%) missed ten lectures 
or less last term (an average of  
five lectures).
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31%

25%

Hours spent socialising per day

Less than one hour

2 hours

3 hours

4 hours

5 hours or more

18%

12%

14%


