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The Higher Education 
Design Quality Forum  
is an independent 
organisation which 
exists to promote high 
quality design across 
university campuses, 

buildings and facilities, in the knowledge that 
this enhances teaching, learning, research 
and public engagement. 

Research is a core component of the charity’s 
activities, supporting the higher education 
sector to create, maintain and deliver high 
quality environments through greater 
understanding and knowledge of how they 
affect the people that use them.

The objectives of the Research Working 
Group echo the overall aims of the charity, 
specifically to initiate research projects  
which focus on promoting positive outcomes 
of building users and exploring the success  
of completed projects in use. 

Although this may seem obvious, the student 
voice is vital to the success of these research 
initiatives, as it is to all building projects within 
the sector. We are committed to engaging 
with the student community and capturing 
their opinions and perspective across all 
our research projects. Working with an 
organisation such as YouthSight, a trusted 
independent insight consultancy with an 
under-30s opinion of 150,000 members 
allowed us to take another step in this 
journey. This is the second report in what we 
intend to be an ongoing series capturing the 
views of the student population.

As a Charity we are reliant on the experience 
and commitment of our members and in 
this case, HEDQF is particularly indebted to 
Dr. Caroline Paradise and Rupert Cook and 
their colleagues in the Research Group for 
instigating and managing this research  
programme and for producing this  
excellent summary.

 

Although this study was completed in 
the early part of 2020, due to the global 
pandemic and the impact of this as well  
as the series of national lockdowns on 
the sector, we decided to hold back the 
publication of the results. In line with a  
more recent study looking at the specific 
impact of Covid19 on student expectations 
we are now keen to share the findings  
of this survey on Student Life to provide  
a counterpoint to the current experiences  
of students. 

With this in mind, we hope this report 
provides the basis for thought-provoking 
dialogue and further questions. We 
would also welcome your feedback  
via admin@hedqf.org.uk

FOREWORD BY GHAZWA ALWANI-STARR

Ghazwa Alwani-Starr

Chair of HEDQF  
and Pro Vice-Chancellor Strategy,  

Planning and Partnerships 
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INTRODUCTION
This report provides a summary of the 2019 
HEDQF survey of over 1,000 students on 
‘student life’ and the role of the university 
estate in this. The survey was concerned with 
understanding broader views from students 
about their experience outside the formal 
teaching environment. The report took place 
before any indication of the Global Pandemic, 
having originally intended to publish the 
survey in the spring of 2020. Then the Global 
Pandemic hit, we took stock commissioned 
the additional survey and updated the report 
to take account of our recent survey in 
response to student’s experience of Covid. 
We acknowledge the picture is continually 
changing but were keen to share our findings, 
and the contrasts between student views 
before and during the pandemic. 

The term ‘student life’ spans a wide area. 
Teaching, learning and studying may appear 
to be the most important activities but 
students are also engaged in social, sporting, 
community activities and also need a place 
to stay. As such it is important to think about 
the different buildings and facilities which 

support a satisfying student life. Hence, we 
wanted to consider how students feel about 
their physical environment, its impact on their 
student life and their priorities for facilities?

At our 5th Annual HEDQF Conference, in 
summer of 2019 speakers considered  
“Why Wellness is important in HE and the  
role physical spaces play.” This survey on 

“student life took place a month before the 
conference in May 2019. At the Conference, 
Marie Dariel highlighted that social 
engagement was one of the seven principles 
of well-being and that has certainly been 
reinforced by the results of this survey.

Early in 2019 an important informative for 
our survey, was the joint study by Higher 
Education Policy Institute and Advance 
HE, ‘The Student Academic Experience 
Survey’ by Jonathan Neves and Nick Hillman. 
Concerningly, its Executive Summary  
states that “A key and ongoing challenge 
highlighted from this year’s survey is that 
levels of well-being [for students in Higher 
Education] continue to be well below those  
of the general population of young people”.

The UK Government in recent years has 
provided additional funding to support  
well-being and mental health but can the 
physical space on campus play a part? 

YouthSight was commissioned to carry 
out the survey. They guarantee a balanced 
response in terms of gender, year group, 
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A key and ongoing  
challenge highlighted from this 

year’s survey is that levels of  
well-being (for students  

in Higher Education) continue  
to be well below those of the 

general population  
of young people.
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region and type of University (e.g. Russell 
Group or Post 92, etc.). Weighting of 
responses is based on HESA collected data 
to reflect the current composition of the 
student population. The YouthSight survey 
was conducted pre-pandemic in 2019 and  
the student experience has changed 
drastically since this time. 

HEDQF and the Association of University 
Directors of Estates (AUDE) commissioned  
an additional survey in December 2020  
to capture opinions on the student 
experience during this challenging time. 
Responses from this HEDQF/AUDE 
‘COVID-19 impact survey’, and other 
secondary sources, are incorporated into 
this report to provide insight into current 
perceptions of specific topics. These 
additions are clearly marked throughout.

We hope you will find these results of interest 
and reflect what they might mean for your 
own campuses, whether as a designer or 
client or contractor, as we all have a role to 
support a better student experience.

HEDQF Research Group
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Q1: CONTEXT

What were you doing 
before University?

Three quarters of students were at School 
or Sixth form before studying at University.

Over three quarters of students surveyed 
(77%) were at school or sixth form college 
prior to going to university. 9% were in full 
time employment and 8% were on a ‘gap 
year’ break. 83% of Russell Group students 
surveyed entered university directly from 
school or sixth form, whereas this figure 
dropped to 69% of Post 92 and other 
university students who went to university 
directly from school or sixth form. 

83% of students living in halls of residence 
(purpose-built student accommodation) or 
sharing rented accommodation with friends 
entered university directly from school or 
sixth form compared with 66% for those 
living with a partner or family. 

 STUDENT VIEWS OF THEIR UNIVERSITIES ESTATES
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Q2: CHOICE OF UNIVERSITY

Where are you living? 
Just over a third were living in Halls of 
Residences, just under a third in rented 
accommodation and just under a quarter 
living at home with family. 

A mixed picture emerged when students 
were asked where they are currently 
living. Just over a third were living in Halls 
of Residences, just under a third in rented 
accommodation and just under a quarter 
living at home with family. 

The highest percentage of students  
surveyed (36%) are living in halls of residence 
on and off campus. As would be expected, 
the highest numbers of students from year 
groups living in halls of residence is within 
first years (61%) and then reduces, to 24%  
for second years and 22% of third years. 

The number of students living with their 
parents or other family members was 
perhaps higher than expected at 23%.  

From the AUDE EMR statistics there  
has been a steady rise in students living  
at home with family over recent years.

Of those living with family there was a 
variance depending on university type.  
13% of students who attend Russell  
Group universities are living with parents  
but that increases to 21% for Pre 92 
university students and 31% for Post  
92 and other universities. 

This context at each institution is important  
to consider to see what impact it may have  
on well-being and facilities required.
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Circumstances at university,  
by university type
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CHANGES TO LIVING 
ARRANGEMENTS

In the HEDQF/AUDE ‘COVID-19 impact 
survey1 which seeks to get a picture of the 
strains, stresses and changes to student 
life in these times, we asked whether living 
arrangements were different due to the 
pandemic. The majority (65%) did not change 
their planned living arrangements, although 
1 in 7 moved back home, where 41% had 
planned to be in halls on or off campus, with a 
further 14% who had planned to be living with 
friends in rented accommodation. There are 
a number of other changes to plans that were 
reported ranging from ‘living with a partner 
and children’ (1%) to ‘student halls on campus’ 
(6%). However, we comparable data would 
be needed to see whether this is solely the 
COVID effect’ 

COVID 19

 Ž AUDE and HEDQF Student Life Survey  
December 2020.
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41%
Had anticipated to 

live in student
halls on or 

off campus

Anticipated living with friends 
in rented accommodation

No 
change

Living with 
my family

Student halls 
on campus

Sharing with friends
(rented accommodation)

Living with 
my partner

Living on 
my own

Living with my 
partner and children

Student halls 
off campus

65% 16% 6%

4% 3% 3%

2% 1%

COVID 19  STUDENT VIEWS OF THEIR UNIVERSITIES ESTATESCOVID 19
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CHOICE OF UNIVERSITY

Q3: What was 
important in terms 
of choosing your 
university? 

Academic course is the top reason for 
choosing a university at 60% with second 
most important reason location at 19%

Academic course is overwhelmingly the top 
reason for choosing a university. 60% of 
students polled ranked it first. The second 
most important reason was the location of 
the university at 19%.

The importance placed on the academic 
course reflects the result of HEDQF 2013 
survey ‘Estates Matter’, where 67.5% of 
students agreed that their course was ‘very 
important’ to their quality of life as a student. 

There was a variance noted between 
university types in relation to the importance 
of the location of the university.  
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60%
The academic 

course

19%
Location

4%
Design

& Quality

3%
Social life 
& activities

13%
Reputation

13

How important was each of following  
in choosing your university?

27% of students polled who are at Post 92 and 
other universities cited location as the most 
importance factor, whereas only 9% of those 
at Russell Group universities ranked location 
as the most important factor. This location 
preference is linked to the number of students 
who are living with parents or partners as they 
will be already based in a specific geographical 
location and not looking to leave the area. 

The percentage of students living with parents 
or partners who chose location as the most 
important factor was 35%, compared to 12% 
of those students living in halls of residence or 
sharing rented accommodation with friends. 

A Unite survey from November 2020 
further shows that despite the Covid-19 
challenges, 93% of students intend to 
remain at university on their current 
courses for the rest of this academic year, 
and 85% said it was likely they would stay 
in their current accommodation to do this. 
More than four in five first year students 
are happy they decided to go to university, 
with 81% agreeing that although it’s not 
how they expected their first year to be 
they still value their time there.

COVID 19COVID 19

 STUDENT VIEWS OF THEIR UNIVERSITIES ESTATESHEDQF
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CHOICE OF UNIVERSITY

Q4: Did you reject a university due to aspects  
relating to overall student experience and life? 

Although the majority of students, just over 
half, did not reject a university because of 
aspects relating to student experience a 
third did. This increases for those attending 
out of town Universities.

As part of Estates Matters survey in 2013 
over a third of students had rejected a 
university due to the quality of their buildings, 
facilities or physical environment. The 2019 
results continue to show a strong relationship 
between students choice of university and 
aspects relating to their overall student 
experience rather than just the course itself. 

43% of students at universities with out of 
town campuses had rejected a particular 
university due to aspects relating to overall 
student experience and life, compared to 
33% of students at universities based on 
urban sites.  

This suggests that if you are attending a 
campus out of town then the buildings, 
facilities and physical environment are going 
to be more important and affect your choice 
of university more than if you are attending a 
university located within an urban area. 

42% of students who were non-commuters, 
i.e. were living in halls of residence or were 
sharing rented accommodation with friends, 
had rejected a university due to aspects 
relating to overall student experience 
compared with 29% of commuters, i.e. 
those living with family, such as parents and 
partners, highlighting the slightly different 
priorities between those students who leave 
home to study at university and those who 
travel daily from their family location. 

 STUDENT VIEWS OF THEIR UNIVERSITIES ESTATES
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52%
No
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10%
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University rejection based on overall  
student experience, by campus type

 STUDENT VIEWS OF THEIR UNIVERSITIES ESTATESHEDQF

During your university application process,  
did you reject a particular university due to aspects 

relating to overall student experience and life, 
rather than the course itself? 
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CHOICE OF UNIVERSITY

Q5: What aspects of the physical campus most influenced  
your decision to choose a particular university?

Quality of teaching & learning spaces is 
the most significant aspect of the physical 
campus that affects students’ choice in 
selecting a university at 43%.

The quality of teaching and learning spaces 
was judged to be the most significant aspect 
of the physical campus that affected their 
choice in selecting a university by 43%  
of students. 

The quality of teaching and learning spaces 
was felt to be most important for Russell 
Group students at 46% and Post 92 and 
other university Students at 45%. 37% of 
Pre 92 university students judged it to be 
the most significant aspect of the campus, 
whereas a majority of Pre 92 university 
students had judged the overall campus 
environment, green and landscaped spaces 
to be the most important factor. Slightly out 
of step with other university types as this 
factor was ranked 5th overall. 

The quality of teaching and learning spaces 
was felt to be more important for students 
studying at Urban Universities with several 
sites 47% (highest) than students at 
dispersed universities 31% (lowest).

Proximity to home was the second most 
important factor with 37% of students polled 
agreeing that this influenced their decision to 
choose a particular university. 

Proximity to home was ranked slightly higher 
amongst female respondents at 39% than 
male respondents at 33%.

It was also ranked more important for Post 
92 and other university students at 44% 
than Russell Group students at 24% which 
correspondents with results around living 
location as those attending Russell Group 
universities are more likely to leave home  
and Post 92 students are more likely  
to be living with their family and therefore 
looking for a university within a commute  
of their residence. 

Easy transport, proximity of campus 
and overall campus environment scored 
reasonably highly between 33% and 29%.

Good quality student residences was ranked 
in sixth place at 25% and this was placed with 
significantly more importance for Russell 
Group students 32% as opposed to Post 92 
& other at 19%, which again correlates with 
data around where those students are likely 
to be living. 

Good quality student residences were found 
to be more important if you are on a campus 
out of town. Aspects of the campus that 
seemed least likely to influence which 
university to choose were; music practice 
facilities (2%), access to good healthcare 
facilities (3%) and catering and refreshment 
outlets on campus (3%). 

 STUDENT VIEWS OF THEIR UNIVERSITIES ESTATES
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When Students were asked in a recent 
HEDQF/AUDE ‘COVID-19 impact 
survey’ what one thing they would 
like universities to do to improve their 
campus experience, the most popular 
response was for more Covid-safe 
spaces, including spaces to socialise and 
make friends, followed by spaces to learn 
either individually or in groups, including 
external spaces. Thinking back to their 
views before going to university, just 
22% of students had considered access 
to online learning to be an important 
factor in their decision. This has risen 
significantly to 52% whilst the location 
of the university was still considered 
important by 40% of students.

COVID 19
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MISSING OUT ON SOCIAL LIFE
Comparing the report’s findings with a recently undertaken AUDE/HEDQF Covid-19 survey, this highlights how the 
students focus has shifted in response to the pandemic and its restrictions. There is still a strong desire for a safe 
physical campus experience, yet the limitations on social aspects of campus life, such as clubs, societies, sport 
activities, nightlife and interaction with friends have a significant impact on students experience during the pandemic.

COVID 19

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

Learning, 
teaching 

and library 
spaces

Provision of 
technology rich 

environments

Student 
residences

Acess to 
public transport 

cycling or 
walking routes

Access to
green and 

landscaped 
spaces

Sports, gym 
and training 

facilities

Nightlife Local facilities 
outside campus

Access 
to good 

healthcare 
facilites

Spaces which 
students, clubs 
and  societies 
have freedom 

to use

Catering and 
 refreshments

Missing this facility the most during Covid-19 

Facility most important to these students
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What one thing could your  
university put in place to  
improve student’s experience  
during COVID-19?
These quotes from the HEDQF/AUDE 
Covid-19 survey have been included in this 
report to add a flavour of some individual 
student voices, to capture their impression, 
feelings and potential ideas for enhancement 
during this unprecedented time

COVID 19

“More events (online or in 
person) to meet people 

and ensure you feel part of 
university community”

Female, 2nd year

“I think they could set up  
more free spaces to sit  
and take a break whilst 

ensuring social distancing  
is still maintained”

Male, 1st year

“More interaction between 
students themselves,  

now I don’t even feels any 
sense of belonging to the 

university due to lack of bonds 
between classmates”

Female, 1st year
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ONCE AT UNIVERSITY

Q6: What do you think are the most important physical  
features on the campus which promote student life and  
sense of community?

Once at a university, the most important 
physical feature to promote student life is 
spaces which students, clubs and societies 
have freedom to use at 43%.

It is interesting that the physical features  
that attract students to a university are not 
the same ones that promote student life 
whilst at the university.

‘Spaces which students, clubs and societies 
have freedom to use’ was the most popular 
response at 43% 

This was a consistent response across 
all year groups, all university types and all 
categorisation types, suggesting that this 
is an important feature for students to have 
space in which to organise their own events. 

Another highly rated response at 29% was 
‘Overall campus environment / green and 

landscaped spaces’. This was even more 
important for first year students at 33%, 
those students at out of town campuses at 
32% and students attending Pre 92 at 37%. 
(The figure for students at Post 92 was 24%.) 
It was least important for students studying 
at dispersed campuses at 14%.

Also highly rated was ‘Proximity of the 
campus to local facilities in the town or city’  
at 27%. This was most important for  
students studying at Post 92 and Urban 
several sites at 30%.

Equally ranked to above was ‘Good quality 
student residences’ at average of 27%. (Most 
important for Pre 92 at 32%, Russell Group 
30% and slightly less important for Post 92 
and other at 22%. The latter correlates with 
those more likely to stay at home.)

The least important physical features were 
Music practice facilities (2%), access to good 
healthcare facilities (5%), and proximity to 
home (6%). That is not to say these are not 
important but indicates where there are 
perhaps gaps in existing estates.

 STUDENT VIEWS OF THEIR UNIVERSITIES ESTATESHEDQF
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What do you think are the most 
important physical features on  
the campus which promote  
student life and sense  
of community?

43%
Spaces for 

events

29%
Campus 

environment 

27%
Close to town/ 

facilities

23%
Campus 

safety

22%
Other/informal 

places of 
study

25%
Bars &

nightclubs

27%
Quality student 

residences
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ONCE AT UNIVERSITY

Q7: In this digital world, 
what are your priorities  
for facilities on campus?

In terms of the digital world almost three 
quarters of students want 24/7 access to 
learning/ study spaces.

There was a clear favourite answer to this 
question with “24/7 access to learning/
study spaces” at 72%. This is even higher at 
76% for those at dispersed Universities and 
for females at 75% compared with males 
at 68%. The next most popular response 
at 49% was “Technology-enabled learning 
spaces for individual study.” This was the 
same for males and females. The highest 
response on this was from 1st Year students 
at 53%. “Convenient IT Help Desks on 
campus, providing face to face support” and 
“Spaces for private study, free of technology” 
were both rated at 25%. The least popular 
response at 20% was facilities such as sports, 
gyms and club spaces. This was lower for 
females at 17%. These results perhaps reflect 
the phrasing of the question and where there 
has already been investment both within 
Universities and elsewhere.

 STUDENT VIEWS OF THEIR UNIVERSITIES ESTATES
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In this digital world, what  
are your priorities for facilities  
on campus?

49%
Tech enabled
study spaces

33%
Tech enabled 

group work 
spaces

31%
Leading tech 
equipment in

my subject

25%
On campus IT 

helpdesk

25%
Tech free 

study area

22%
Tech-free

social spaces

20%
Sports, gyms 

& clubs72%
24/7 access to 

study areas
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ONCE AT UNIVERSITY

Q8: On your own campus, what are the best 
attributes that promote well-being and community?

On their own campuses the best attributes 
to promote well-being and community for 
half the students were places to hang out 
with friends outdoors and inside.

The most popular response at 51% (averaged 
across all categories) was to have a “place to 
hang out with friends.” This peaked at 57% 
from Russell Group students.

This was closely followed at 49% by 
“Outdoor/landscaped spaces in which to  
chill out and relax.” Again, Russell Group 
students ranked it even higher at 56%. 
Another popular response at 42% was  
“Easy access to support by academic and 
administrative staff.”

The least popular response at 19% was 
“Access to healthcare and support facilities in 
the local community”. This perhaps suggests 
from a student perspective building strong 
student communities is more important for 
well-being than strong integration into the 
wider local community

For this question there was a clear response 
across year groups, genders and University 
types that places to meet other students was 
paramount to well-being and building a strong 
student community.

 STUDENT VIEWS OF THEIR UNIVERSITIES ESTATES
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On your own campus, what are  
the best attributes that promote  
well-being and community?

49%
Outdoor

/landscaped
spaces

42%
Easy access
to support

by staff

32%
Places to meet

people from the
university

31%
Quiet spaces

to be alone

30%
Access to 

healthcare and 
counselling

37%
Stimulating,

creative campus 
environment

51%
Places to 

hang out with 
friends

2%
Others

2%
None of 

these

19%
Access to healthcare 
 facilities in the local 

community
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NATURE

Environment and Stress
Researchers found that stress and anxiety 
levels among young people are reduced by 
between 14% to 19% after a 15-minute walk 
in an urban park compared with a street 
with traffic.

Looking at the most popular responses 
for attributes that impact wellbeing and 
community, while now in lockdown, these 
attributes are more important than ever, as 
students have been significantly impacted  
by during lockdown. 

Research from University of West England 
has found that 16-24 year olds experience 
loneliness more often and more intensely 
than any other age group . A recent survey  
by Higher Education Policy Institute found 
this student mental health has further 
decreased over lockdown, with 58% of 
students surveyed stating they feel their 
mental health to be in a worse state since  
the beginning of the pandemic .

As lockdown restrictions ease, and more 
students find themselves back on campus, 
the attributes that support student wellbeing 
are more important than ever. Social isolation 
has long been known as a key trigger for 
mental illness, while supportive relationships 
with friends, family and neighbours are 
beneficial to the mental health of individuals 
and the population , highlighting the 
importance of having a “place to hang out 
with friends” and “Easy access to support 
by academic and administrative staff” as 
identified in the HEDQF Student Life survey. 

The research from UWE also found that 
that stress and anxiety levels among young 
people are reduced by between 14% to 
19% after a 15-minute walk in an urban park 
compared with a street with traffic. This 
further highlights the importance of outdoor 
and landscaped spaces, which provide places 
for students gather but also provide access 
to nature. 

28

HEDQF
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ONCE AT UNIVERSITY

Q9:Thinking of student residences, even if you do not 
live in one, what do you think are the most important 
design characteristics to support student life?

In terms of student residences over half the 
students rated proximity to campus as the 
most important design feature in supporting 
student life.

“Located on or close to the campus” came 
out top at 56%. For female students this was 
as high as 60% and for Pre 1992 Universities 
61%. Second most important across the board 
was jointly “A private en-suite bedroom” and 
“Your own bedroom with shared facilities 
such as kitchens and bathrooms” at 45%. This 
rose to 50% for 1st Year students. This private 
bathroom was more important than location 
for those at dispersed Universities. 

Indoor common/ social spaces were also 
ranked as important at 41% compared  
with the next most popular answer  
“Wardens or other support staff available  
on campus” at 22%.

The least popular suggestions, that is, those 
rated in under 10% of responses were: 

 » Bookable group kitchen and dining for  
large groups of friends at 8%

 » Cinema room capable of streaming  
lectures 7%

 » Enterprise/ Start-up spaces at 3%

Perhaps above reflects that students  
can organise these activities within  
existing spaces?

If we could ask an additional question, 
perhaps at a follow on focus group it would  
be good to know:

If their preference to have a private bathroom 
changed after staying in a residence without 
an en suite? Anecdotally, this is often 
something we hear from students.

This question relates to Q2 which highlights 
roughly equal splits between student 
residences, private rental and home, so  
this only gives us part of the picture.

In the recent AUDE/HEDQF COVID survey, 
priorities shift in response to online teaching 
and learning, where Wifi becomes more 
important than location. 

Like living with 
people their  
own age

Of students also agree 
that living in student 
accommodation away 
from home and being 
at university is better 
than the alternative

Like the greater 
independence that 

comes from living 
away from home

64%

92%

75%
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HOME FROM HOME – 
STUDENT RESIDENCES

‘Access to the internet’, ‘location’ and 
‘value for money’ are the most important 
elements of accommodation to support 
enjoyment of student life.

As expected, the importance of Wi-Fi and 
power in student residences is of highest 
importance. This is increasingly important  
in the context of the ongoing pandemic  
and various national and local lockdowns.  
If students are unable to visit campus, having 
good quality and reliable internet access is 
vital to be able to join online learning. 

Location remains another important factor, 
and student may consider the proximity to 
campus more favourably in the future to 
reduce the time spent on public transport. 

19%
WiFi/Power

/Data

15%
Location

13%
Value for
 money

11%
Safe & 
Secure

9%
En-suite

rooms9%
Cleanliness

7%
Size of study 

bedroom 

6%
Ability to 

personalise 
space

6%
Size of social 

spaces

5%
None of 

these

1%

Management
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52% 45% 45%

8% 7% 3%

Most popular student residence features

Least popular student residence features

Located on or 
close to campus

Bookable group 
kitchen or 

dining area

Private  
en-suite room

Cinema  
room

Own bedroom with 
shared facilities 

such as kitchen & 
bathroom

Enterprise/ 
start-up spaces

52% 45% 45%

8% 7% 3%

HEDQF
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ONCE AT UNIVERSITY

Q10: Thinking of your own university campus, where would you prioritise  
investment to enhance student life/well-being/sense of community?

To enhance student life/ well-being 
investment in improving the campus 
environment, increased social facilities and 
informal learning spaces were prioritised.

Students were asked to select their priorities 
from a pre-formed list.

The top three average responses to this 
question were all very close at 38% for 
increased social facilities, 37% improving the 
environment around the campus and 36% 
increased informal learning spaces. Perhaps, 
not surprising increased social spaces was 
even more important for first year students 
at 42%. Russell Group and Pre-92 institution 
students both rated increased social facilities 
higher at 41% than those at Post 92 (34%). 
It would be good to ask the supplementary 
question is this because Post 92 are already 
better provided in terms of social spaces or is 
some other reason at play?

The least popular choice at 9% was for 
increased spiritual/religious/prayer facilities. 
Low responses were also received for more 
residences on/near campus at 19%, increased 
sports facilities at 18% and improved security 
at 17%. Again, it would be good to ask the 
supplementary question is this because these 
are currently well provided rather than not so 
important. Either way the survey is perhaps 
helpful in indicating where the current 
shortfalls may lie

The low response for Sports facilities is 
consistent with the response to question 8  
and the HEDQF Estates Matters survey of 
Five years prior which also speculated if that 
was because there had already been a good 
investment on campuses/ local communities.

There were some slight gender differences 
shown in the responses. For example, Males 
rated improving the environment as first 
choice at 39% and increased social facilities 
at 36% whereas females rated these as 36% 
and 39% respectively. Also, males rated 
improved sports facilities at 24% and females 
at 13%. Again, a supplementary question 
may be helpful here in terms of what Sports 
facilities are being provided and if they appeal 
to all genders.
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Thinking of your own university  
campus, where would you  
prioritise investment to  
enhance student life/ 
well-being/sense  
of community?
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SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS

Below is a summary of the response to each  
question in the survey on student life.

 » Three quarters of students were  
at Schoolor Sixth form before studying  
at University.

 » Just over a third were living in Halls of 
Residences, just under a third in rented 
accommodation and just under a quarter 
living at home with family.

 » Whilst the pandemic had some impact on 
students living arrangements, the majority 
(65%) did not change their plans with 1 in 
7 Students deciding to move back home.

 » Academic course is the top reason for 
choosing a university at 60% with second 
most important reason location at 19%. 

 » In terms of the digital world almost three 
quarters of students want 24/7 access 
to learning/ study spaces. Priorities 
shifted in response to online teaching and 
learning during lockdown, where digital 
infrastructure becomes more important 
than location.

 » Although the majority of students, just 
over half, did not reject a university 
because of aspects relating to student 
experience a third did. This increases for 
those attending out of town Universities. 
With a move to greater online learning 
during the pandemic 10% of students 
cared less about the individual institution 
offering the course. 

 » Quality of teaching & learning spaces is 
the most significant aspect of the physical 
campus that affects students’ choice 
in selecting a university at 43%. Places 
to study on campus remained a priority 
during the pandemic albeit students 
missed forms of social interaction the 
most during this time.

 » Despite the Covid challenges 93% of 
students intended to stay at their  
current University. 

 » Once at a university, the most important 
physical feature to promote student 
life is spaces which students, clubs and 
societies have freedom to use at 43%.
There is still a strong desire for a safe 
physical campus experience, yet the 
limitations on social aspects of campus 
life, such as clubs, societies, sport 
activities, nightlife and interaction  
with friends have a significant impact on 
students experience during the pandemic.

 » On their own campuses the best 
attributes to promote wellbeing and 
community for half the students were 
places to hang out with friends outdoors 
and inside. Student mental health has 
further decreased over lockdown, with 
58% of students feeling their mental 
health to be in a worse state since the 
beginning of the pandemic. 
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 » Spaces that support student wellbeing  
are therefore more important than ever. 

 » In terms of student residences over half 
the students rated proximity to campus 
as the most important design feature in 
supporting student life.

 » With students spending significantly more 
time learning in virtual environments, the 
impact of Covid-19 raised that students 
are looking for better learning and social 
facilities inside and outside their halls  
of residence. 

 » To enhance student life/ wellbeing 
investment in improving the campus 
environment, increased social facilities 
and informal learning spaces were 
prioritised. With 52% of students using 
on-campus facilities during the pandemic 
the requirement for improving indoor 
and outdoor campus environments still 
remains a top priority.
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FURTHER RESEARCH
Overall it can be said students view the 
campus as one entity with a variety of 
overlapping uses not individual elements 
for specific uses such as learning, living and 
socialising. It is a key factor when they select 
which University to attend.

The results of this survey could trigger 
further investigations on your own campus 
whether as part of the client body or as a 
commissioned consultant. For instance,  
when considering:

 » Residential accommodation in terms of 
location and facilities. 

 » Informal learning/social facilities –  
what could these look like? Are there 
informal areas outdoors and inside.  
How are they managed? 

 » Quality of teaching and learning  
spaces –what does good quality look like?

 » Improving the campus environment, 
how could this be achieved and what 
aspects are important? 

 » What technology supports/ connects  
all these space

The golden thread throughout should 
be well-being. HEDQF would welcome 
your feedback at admin@hedqf.org.uk.

HEDQF Research Group Members could 
also support through follow on focus groups.

 

HEDQF
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