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Royal Holloway Students’ Union
Cost-of-living Survey Summary

Demographic Data
· 846 survey respondents
· Majority of respondents were UK students (≈79%), with smaller proportions from EU and outside the EU.
· Predominantly undergraduate, especially Year 1 and Year 3.
· Postgraduates (PGT and PGR combined) made up ~10%.
· Most students aged 18–29.
· 55% were White respondents and 45% of respondents identified as part of an ethnic minority or non-White background. 
· 98% of respondents were full-time and based at the Egham Campus
· Largest academic groups were Law & Criminology, Psychology, Computer Science, and Biological Sciences..
· 25% of respondents were commuter students. 
· Higher commute rates among Asian, Black and Other ethnic groups 
· Part-time students more likely to commute
· UG commuter rates rose in years 2-3
· Over 60% of commuters travel out of necessity
· Black students reported the highest necessity commuting levels, while White students were more likely than other groups to report commuting by choice.
· UK undergraduates showed the highest “choice” commuting, often associated with living at home for cost-saving rather than lack of options.

UK Student Loan Experience
· 91% of respondents took out a student loan to study
· 82% took out a Maintenance Loan
· Top reasons for not taking out a Maintenance Loan:  Avoiding debt, Family financial support, Living at home
· Commuters were less likely to take maintenance loans than non-commuters.

International Student Loan Experience:
· Roughly two-thirds of international students did not use loans from their home countries.
· Those who did primarily relied on government or formal education loans, with a smaller number using private or bank loans.
· Necessity commuters were more likely to hold loans, suggesting combined financial strain.
· A small subset explicitly linked loans to mental health concerns, highlighting psychological as well as financial burden.

Commuter Residence and Travel Experience
· Most commuters live with family, followed by living with friends or partners.
· Weekly transport spending commonly fell between £20–£50+, with over one fifth spending more than £50 per week.
· Living with family was most common among UK undergraduates, while international commuters were more likely to live with friends/flatmates or alone.



Campus / Local Area Living Experience
· Nearly half of campus-based students lived in University Halls, with the rest in private halls or shared houses in Englefield Green/Egham.
· International students were slightly more likely to remain in halls compared to UK students.

Paid Employment
· About 60% of students undertook paid work (37%) during term or holidays (23%).
· Most common workload was 10–20 hours per week
· Employment was common across all ethnicities, but term-time work intensity and the proportion not working varied noticeably, with White and Mixed students showing the most even spread and Other/Asian/Black groups showing more polarisation.
· Commuters and postgraduates were more likely to work during term time, not just holidays.
· International students outside the EU were least likely to undertake paid work, could be because of visa work-hour restrictions

Internship Experience (Paid / Unpaid)
· Internship participation was low overall, with unpaid slightly more common than paid.
· Participation rose sharply in UG Year 3 and Year 4, aligning with career preparation stages.
· Motivations centred on experience-building and summer placements, but students frequently noted limited availability of paid opportunities.

Cost-of-Living Overall Impact
· Nearly half of all respondents (48%) experienced severe or major impact on their overall student experience.
· Key behavioural and wellbeing effects: Cutting social/non-essential spending (82%), Increased stress/anxiety (64%), Reliance on family/friends (59%), Skipping meals (42%), Taking paid work (39%)
· Black students showed the highest severe/major impact rates, followed by certain postgraduate groups.
· UG Years 2–3 and PGT students were particularly affected, likely due to housing transitions and academic pressure peaks.
· Commuters reported slightly lower “severe” ratings but still high moderate impact.

Financial Support at Royal Holloway
· 41% of students did not know where to find support, indicating a major communication gap. Primary information sources for seeking financial support: Student Intranet, Money Advice Team, SU website, Google.
· Over a quarter had not heard of the Money Advice Team
· 10% of respondents had contacted the Money Advice Team and 60% were satisfied to an extent (very satisfied and satisfied) with their experience accessing support 
· Comments highlighted service was helpful, good communication, slow response times and perceived eligibility rigidity.
· Very low awareness of Blackbullion (59% unaware) 
· 8% of respondents used the Blackbullion Service and 58% were satisfied to an extent with their experience accessing support 
· Among users, satisfaction skewed moderately positive, especially for budgeting tools and bursary/job signposting. Critiques focused on perceived simplicity, redundancy, or technical login issues.
Study Support Grant
· Application rate low (~8%), largely driven by assumed ineligibility or lack of awareness.
· Among recipients, around half reported some financial benefit, though many still experienced hardships.
· Students consistently cited eligibility clarity, transparency of amounts, and application complexity as deterrents for applying for the study support grant
· Ethnic groups such as Black and Mixed students showed slightly higher application proportions, but sample sizes varied.
· Top reasons students think they were not aware of the study support grant before the survey: Haven’t seen information online or on campus, Thought it was only for a specific group. Didn’t realise it was available 
· Ways students think it would be easier to find out about financial support at RHUL: 
· Clear information on University website or Student Intranet 
· More promotion in emails and newsletters
· Social media posts about financial support 
· Tutors or academic departments signposting it more proactively

Engagement with SU Services and Activities:
· Has the cost-of-living crisis negatively impacted your ability to participate in any of the following Students’ Union events? 
· 51% not attend late-night events
· 46% not visit one of our commercial outlets
· 41% not join a SU sports club
· 36% not join a SU society 
· 10% not joint a media outlet
· 23% has not impacted ability to engage with the SU
· 40% of student group members reported decreased participation, with commuters less engaged overall.
· UG Years 2-4 had more than 45% of respondents for each group stating it has impacted them.
· International students are more affected by COL than UK students 
· More than 50% of commuter students still state they do not engage with the SU
· Key cost barriers: Membership fees, Travel costs, Food and drink prices. Kit/uniform expenses
· Students frequently prioritised rent, food, and utilities over social engagement, impacting belonging and campus experience.
· Free-text responses strongly linked financial stress to social isolation and reduced sense of community.

Commercial Outlets and Late-Night Events 
· 74% of respondents visit the Union Shop, 34% visit the Packhorse, 33% visit the SU Nightclub, 5% visit Tikka Nation when on campus
· Awareness was strong for SU food-based deals and weaker for nightlife or niche offers.
· Most recognised deals: Union Shop Meal Deals, Packhorse Double Down Tuesdays, Free Give it A Go daytime events, Packhorse Thursday 3s
· 16% of students knew none of the deals
· SU deals with highest satisfaction: Free Give it A Go daytime events, Doubledown Tuesdays, Thursday 3s, Union Shop Breakfast deal 
· The analysis shows a large proportion of students know about the deals but often 30-50% of respondents stated they had never used them. The most used SU deal was the Union Shop Meal Deal.
· Top five products purchased from the SU Shop: Snacks, cold drinks, meal deals, baked goods and hot drinks
· Students frequently shop off campus and have the following weekly food spend:
· £21–£35 – 42% (largest group)
· £0–£20 – 26%
· £36–£50 – 26%
· Only ~6% spend over £50
· This shows strong price-sensitivity and essential-only budgeting.

SU Late Night Events:
· For late night events: 30% visit The Packhorse, 43% visit the SU Nightclub and 49% don’t attend late-night events
· UG Year One are the top visitors for the Packhorse and the SU Venue with around 40% of respondents stating they go to that venue. UG Year 2-3 are the next highest but that’s a 20% difference between year groups with only about 20% attendance for these groups. 
· Within the survey results, The Packhorse has low engagement with most underrepresented minority groups. Lowest engagement was Asian and Black survey respondents. 
· The SU Night Club attracts a broader mix of students than the Packhorse, but engagement is still uneven across ethnicities.
· Top Three reasons students attend late-night events: Friends are going, Event, Music
· Average Spend at a late-night event (including ticket price)
· 11–£20 per night – 48% (largest group)
· Under £10 – 28%
· Only ~8% spend £31+
· International outside EU students cluster strongly in £11–£20 (62%), while UK and EU students show slightly wider spread.
· UG Years 2–3 most commonly spend £11–£20; PGRs show the most varied/high spend, though sample sizes are small.
· Commuters show a higher share in £21–£30 (28%) than non-commuters, likely reflecting transport inclusion.

University Outlets, Campus Trends and Joint Loyalty Card Interest
· Most visited RHUL outlets: Boilerhouse (42%), Crosslands (36%), Café on the Square (34%). Frequency of buying food/drink on campus (SU and University outlets)
· Weekly – 46%
· Monthly – 24%
· Daily – 14%
· Do not buy food or drink on campus – 16%
· 62% do not go to some campus outlets because they cannot afford food or drinks there or because they do not want to buy food from that outlet.
· Higher among non-commuters (67%) than commuters (47%)
· 84% interested in a joint SU/University loyalty card and 82% would be more likely to visit outlets if introduced.
· Rewards most desired: Food/drink discounts – 93%, Free item deals – 73%, and Points for products – 67%

Cost-of-Living Impact on Education
· Top ways it has negatively impacted students’ academic experience
· 46.88% said they find it harder to focus on academic work because of financial stress.
· 27.76% reduced the amount of time they study due to work or financial pressures.
· 23.77% can’t participate in academic trips, conferences, or extracurricular learning due to cost.
· 16.47% can’t afford course materials/books/equipment.
· 14.87% missed classes/lectures/labs due to travel or cost.
· 28.95% said cost-of-living has not affected their studies.
· 8.37% receive DSA and were willing to answer follow-up questions.
· Within this group, 13.11% said they lost access to support software previously provided. 60.66% said no. 22.95% didn’t know 
· Among the group who lost software (8 respondents): 12.5% said it was clearly explained why access was removed; many said not explained or unclear.
· Academic impact was strong for these eight students:
· 75% said writing assignments became more difficult.
· 50% said it affected confidence and increased time to complete tasks.
· 50% had to pay out of pocket for similar software (or went without due to cost)
· AI usage (747 responses)
· 27.04% use AI tools to support their studies.
· 63.86% do not.
· International EU: 41.67% use AI.
· International outside EU: 37.36% use AI.
· UK: 23.99% use AI.
· Paying for AI (among AI users, 207 responses)
· Only 9.18% pay for a subscription; 88.41% do not.
· Paying is more common among international students than UK students:
· UK: 6.16% pay, International EU: 15.38%, International outside EU: 17.14%
· Free-text examples of paid tools included ChatGPT, Grammarly, Gemini, Copilot, Claude, and DSA/DNS-related software.
· We asked all survey respondents to, ‘Please share any additional thoughts on how the use of AI software in academic work may be influencing students’ experiences, finances, opportunities, or sense of fairness in their studies.’ (245 comments)
· AI as a helpful study tool (35.51%)
· Over-reliance undermining learning (31.02%)
· Cheating / integrity concerns and inequality (26.12%)
· Financial inequality in access to advanced AI tools (6.53%)
· Students repeatedly linked AI to fairness concerns: those who can pay may gain an advantage, while others fear being left behind or falsely accused.

· Timetables and Deadline Stacking
· 67.76% said their timetable or deadline stacking affects their ability to do part-time work.
· This was high among UG Years 2–4 (72–75%)
· 81.97% said earlier release would have a positive impact.
· Highest support among UG Years 2–3 (≈88%); lower among PGT (67%) and PGR (33%, with 50% unsure).
· Student friendly timetables and assessments would positively impact the following: 
· Studying – 84.84%
· Submitting assignments on time – 71.31%
· Attending lectures/labs – 68.99%
· Also major impacts on socialising (62%) and going to work (62%), showing timetable structure is affecting both learning and financial sustainability.
· 46.31% said fewer/no classes on Wednesday afternoons would help them get a job.
· This is higher among UG Year 1 (55%) and international outside EU students (57%), and much lower among PGRs (4%).

Cost-of-living and campus facilities 
· 16% said they would pay to have a guaranteed spot on the Egham campus
· Most students said parking payment questions were not applicable because they don’t drive to campus (68%)
· 232 students were in the yes/no category and, within that group, 50.86 per cent would pay for a guaranteed spot on campus.
· Within that group the groups most likely to pay for a guaranteed spot are: 
· 60.53 per cent of commuter students
· 55.56 per cent of postgraduate taught students
· 75 per cent of Foundation students (this is a low response rate)
· Interest in paying for a Runnymede car park annual pass was lower overall: 10.03% yes, 21.84% no, 68.13% N/A

Community Cupboards : Strong preference for basic staple foods and essentials:
· Pasta/rice/noodles: 70.88%
· Toiletries: 62.23%
· Breakfast items: 58.24%
· Tinned food: 52.75%
· Hot drinks: 50%
· Cleaning products: 48.35%
· Long-life milk/dairy alternatives: 42.17%

Free period products
· 50.27% know where to access free period products 49.73% do not
· International EU: 62.07% yes (highest awareness), UK: 49.74% yes, International outside EU: 45.97% yes (lowest awareness)
· Year Group knowledge weakest among 
· Foundation: 27.78% yes, UG Year 1: 37.13% yes, PGT: 40.42% yes
· 29% said they use free period products, 25% said no and 21% said it didn’t apply them 
· Highest use among UG Year 2-4, lowest among Foundation and UG Year 1 students
· Commuters had slightly lower use compared to non-commuters. 
· 83% were satisfied (very satisfied and satisfied) with the period products (215 responses)
· Free-text comment themes highlighted students appreciate having them but the biggest issue is they are not reliably stocked and there is demand for more variety, including pads and heavier flow products. 
· Most common reasons why students don’t use them: 
· 28% prefer their own reusable products 
· 28% said Other
· Of which 63% of those comments said they didn’t know about them
· 17% said they don’t know where they are located
· 17% said they don’t need them 

Final Thoughts: Expectation vs Reality 
Percentage of responses that thought the following were slightly or much more expensive than they expected before starting University
· Accommodation: 69.27% accommodation 
· Utilities: 48.82% 
· Travel: 59.25%
· Food and Household goods: 65.09%
· Course materials and Textbooks: 36.86%
· Additional education costs: 35.89%
· Social activities: 67.23%
· Overall cost of University Life: 85.26%

Final comments about the cost-of-living crisis: 
· Students described choosing between rent, food, and social life, rather than balancing them.
· Many linked financial stress directly to academic performance, concentration, and attendance.
· Several reported skipping meals, taking on extra work shifts, or missing lectures to stay financially afloat.
· A recurring frustration was that support is often delayed or eligibility-restricted, making help feel inaccessible when most needed.
· Social and SU engagement was frequently described as “out of reach” rather than optional.
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