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Introduction 
The cost-of-living situation first hit the UK in 2021 and 2022 through record inflation. The situation 

had a wide-ranging impact as people across society found it harder to pay energy and food bills, as well 

as other necessities. It also affected people’s engagement with sport and physical activity. Sport 

England reported in its 2022 Activity Check-In report that two-thirds of adults in England changed 

their physical activity and sport behaviour because of rising costs.1  

 

British Universities and Colleges Sport (BUCS) wanted to understand how higher education sport and 

physical activity have been affected by the cost-of-living situation and how students’ engagement in 

sport and physical activity will be affected over the next few years. There was existing research on 

how students had been affected generally, but no research on how higher education sport specifically 

had been impacted. We therefore set out to understand this from both institutions’ and students’ 

perspectives. Ultimately, we found that the higher education sport sector has been resilient over the 

2022-23 year but faces more tough times in the academic year to come. 

 

In this report, we first explore the broader impact of the cost-of-living situation on students’ lives. We 

then home in on their specific experiences with sport and physical activity, showing how some 

students have struggled to engage for various reasons and explaining why. Then we look at what 

members have put in place to support students to remain active, and what they plan to do in the 2023-

24 academic year. Finally, we pull on this research to identify key themes from the research and 

implications for the coming years.  

 

Once the research was complete, we consulted with BUCS staff and members to craft 

recommendations for both groups about how to help students remain active despite the financial 

challenges they are facing. We have included those recommendations at the end of this report. 

 

We spoke to a variety of students and institution staff from a range of demographic and regional 

backgrounds to understand the different impacts of the cost-of-living situation. However, we 

recognise that the impacts of rising costs have been different across institutions, so not everything in 

this report will resonate with everyone. Because every institution operates in different circumstances, 

we also recognise that the recommendations will not be suitable for everyone, but we hope they will 

serve as thought starters for institutions grappling with the ongoing impact of the cost-of-living 

situation. 

  

 
1 Sport England, Activity Check-In: Focus on – the impact of the cost of living, 2022. 
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Methodology 
The aim of the research was to understand the experiences of both students and members in higher 

education sport during the cost-of-living situation. We used a mixed method approach, beginning with 

desk research on the cost-of-living impact on sport and higher education students and then conducted 

quantitative and qualitative primary research, detailed below.   

 

Using a mixed method approach allowed us to understand the breadth of sentiment through surveys 

with staff members and students, as well as gaining a deeper understanding from conversations with 

students and Sabbatical/Student Officers. We aimed to gain a well-rounded picture of the situation by 

speaking to both students and staff, as both have been impacted by the cost-of-living situation.   

Quantitative research 

We distributed a survey to all active BUCS students (i.e., those who have provided their details 

through the BUCS Play app) via email, and the survey was completed in April and May 2023. Of the 

2,334 respondents, 84% were current BUCS participants, eight percent played non-BUCS sport, and 

eight percent did not play a sport in the 2022-23 academic year. The responses were generally 

representative of the BUCS student membership population in terms of gender, ethnicity, disability, 

type of institution (i.e., Russell Group, post-1992 or other traditional institutions), and region/nation of 

institution (all regions and nations were represented); the students came from 135 different 

institutions. When compared with 2021-22 Higher Education Statistics Authority (HESA) data, the 

survey responses slightly underrepresented Black/Black British students, male students, and students 

with a disability. However, each of these groups was still large enough for analysis.  

 

To understand the member perspective, we sent a survey to all BUCS institutions by email, which 

yielded 80 responses from 63 different institutions. The survey was open to responses through April 

and May 2023. All nations and regions were represented in this survey except for Northern Ireland. Of 

the participants, 49% were from post-1992 institutions, 19% were from Russell Group institutions, 

31% were from traditional institutions (excluding Russell Group) and one percent from Further 

Education colleges. 

 

See Appendices 1 and 2 for a further breakdown of participant responses to both the student and 

member surveys. 
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Qualitative research 

Following the surveys, we conducted focus groups with eight Sabbatical/Student Officers and a 

mixture of focus groups and interviews with eight students. We approached the Sabbatical/Student 

Officers through an email to the BUCS sabbatical network; participants included a fairly even gender 

split (five women and three men) and a good spread of institution locations. One Sabbatical Officer 

was from Northern Ireland, which helped overcome the lack of institutional responses from that nation 

in the survey. 

 

We selected the students from survey participants who said they were happy to have further contact 

with BUCS. We had a wide pool to pull from and had an even balance of gender, ethnicity, level of 

study and institution location. Some of the students were also committee members of their sports 

clubs, which provided additional insight about how clubs have been affected. 

 

We used the Relative Insight platform to aid our qualitative analysis. Relative Insight is a comparative 

text analytics software that helps analyse text data and drive enhanced contextual understandings of 

target audiences and trends. By comparing qualitative data, Relative Insight reveals differences and 

similarities in how people speak.  
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Background 
Before undertaking our own research, we reviewed existing research on how the cost-of-living 

situation has impacted students in higher education generally. We reviewed research published from 

spring 2022, when research first appeared on this topic, to March 2023, when we began our own 

research. We identified a few key themes, discussed below. This is not an exhaustive summary of 

existing research, and we note that sample sizes and make-up were different in each survey. 

 

Students are very concerned about the cost of living and are changing their behaviours in response to 

it. Research shows that students have been just as concerned about the cost-of-living situation as the 

general population, if not more so. A survey conducted by Save the Student from May to August 2022 

found that 82% of students were worried about making ends meet.2 While the surveys cannot be 

directly compared, Student Minds surveyed students later that year and found that 83% were 

very/quite concerned about the cost-of-living and 59% of students said managing money was causing 

them stress often/all the time.3 Finally, a Russell Group survey provided another barometer of student 

concern in early 2023 when it found that 94% of its students were concerned about the cost-of-living 

crisis.4 This collection of survey results demonstrated that concern about the cost of living remained 

high throughout 2022 and early 2023. 

 

Going into the 2022-23 academic year, this concern was reflected in the amount of money students, 

and those supporting them, spent before starting at university or college. According to UCAS, the 

amount of money students spent in preparation for the 2022-23 academic year was half that of 

previous years; however, student spending across the year was only down slightly, suggesting students 

felt the need to save money in case of further price hikes. This meant that students didn’t purchase 

things they needed at the start of the year and later regretted this.5  

 

Other research documented how students managed their money across the 2022-23 academic year. A 

National Union of Students survey carried out in October 2022 found that 96% of students made 

spending cutbacks, and three quarters had cut back on spending on socialising. That survey also found 

that 42% of students were living on less than £100 a month.6 A few months later, in January 2023, a 

Sutton Trust student poll found that 63% of students had spent less on food and essentials in 2022-23 

 
2 Save the Student, Student Money Survey 2022 -- Results, September 2022. 

3 Student Minds, Student Minds Research Briefing, February 2023. 

4 Russell Group Students’ Union and Students’ Union UCL, Student Cost of Living Report, March 2023. 

5 UCAS, Student Lifestyle Report 2023 (Chapter 1: Cost of Living), April 2023. 

6 NUS, Cost of living rise sees 96% of students cutting back, July 2022. 
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than previous years, and 28% had skipped meals to save money.7 Similarly, the Russell Group survey 

found that a quarter of their students were going without food or necessities because they couldn’t 

afford them. In addition, 55% of their students had stopped taking part in extra-curricular activities 

because they could not afford to participate.8 

 

Students also reported that their mental health and wellbeing suffered. According to a Student Minds 

survey in November 2022, 41% of students said the cost-of-living situation had had a negative impact 

on their wellbeing. In early 2023, the Russell Group survey found that 72% of their students felt their 

mental health had suffered during the cost-of-living situation. Students also felt that money worries 

had an impact on their academic performance, with 54% of Russell Group students reporting they felt 

this had suffered due to the cost-of-living situation.9 

Students received less help than others in society, and institutions had to step in. 

Students were hard hit by the cost-of-living situation. The government student maintenance loan only 

increased by 2.3% against an inflationary rise of 11%; Save the Student found that the average student 

maintenance loan fell £439 short of covering monthly costs, almost £100 more than in the previous 

year.10 Furthermore, because of the way the energy bill support scheme was structured, 40% of 

students did not receive any kind of payment for energy bills.11  

 

In January 2023, the UK Government provided an additional £15 million pot for hardship grants and 

committed to increasing student loans and grants by 2.8% in the 2023-24 academic year.12 There was 

some additional support in the devolved nations: Scotland applied a general rent cap that included 

students in halls while Northern Ireland increased the student hardship budget for higher education 

institutions by £2.8 million in 2022-23 and plans to increase the maximum student maintenance loans 

by 40% in 2023-24.13  

 

Overall, however, institutions had to pick up the slack on supporting students. They chose to do this in 

different ways, including subsidised or free meals, energy support, one-off cost-of-living payments, 

hardship grants, food/warm banks and other support.14 Fifty-six percent of students received support 

from their university or college in the first half of the 2022-23 academic year, according to an Office 

 
7 Sutton Trust, Cost of Living 2023 – University Students, January 2023.  

8 Russell Group Students’ Union and Students’ Union UCL, Student Cost of Living Report, March 2023. 

9 Ibid. 

10 Save the Student, Student Money Survey 2022 -- Results, September 2022. 

11 Sutton Trust, Cost of Living 2023 – University Students, January 2023. 

12 Department for Education, Press release: Cost of living boost for students, January 2023. 

13 Lewis, Anastasia (House of Commons Library), How is the rising cost of living affecting students?, December 2022. 

14 Ibid. 
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for Students survey completed in January/February 2023.15 Students had mixed feelings about 

whether the support they received was sufficient: 44% of students agreed that their institution had 

done enough while 27% disagreed. 

More students are working to cover their costs. 

In addition to seeking help from institutions, more students took up jobs in 2022-23 to cover rising 

costs. Amongst undergraduates, there was a big increase in student employment from 45% to 55% of 

students.16 A January 2023 poll conducted by the Sutton Trust found that 27% of students said they 

needed to get a job or take on more hours during the year to support themselves because of the 

increasing cost of living, and 31% said they were doing more hours now than the previous year.17 But 

taking on more hours took its toll: 57% of students surveyed by Student Minds felt that balancing 

study and paid employment was causing them stress often/all the time,18 and 49% said in a March 

2023 poll by Sutton Trust that they had missed at least one lecture due to paid work (with 37% 

missing lectures a few times or often).19 

The cost-of-living has widened inequalities in the student body. 

Like many crises, the cost-of-living situation has widened the inequalities between different groups in 

society as well as within institutions. A report from MillionPlus found that Black students, mature 

students, those living at home and/or commuting, those from lower socio-economic backgrounds and 

those from low higher education participation areas were all more likely to struggle with financial 

hardship because of the cost-of-living increases.20 The Office for Students found that international 

students were also particularly affected.21 

 

It was against this backdrop of students struggling to make ends meet that we set out to understand 

the sport and physical activity experiences of students and members. Many of our findings echoed 

these reports and added a sport-specific lens. 

  

 
15 Office for Students, Studying during rises in the cost of living, March 2023.  

16 Neves, Jonathan and Rose Stephenson (Advanced HE and HEPI), Student Academic Experience Survey 2023, June 2023.  

17 Sutton Trust, Cost of Living 2023 – University Students, January 2023. 

18 Student Minds, Student Minds Research Briefing, February 2023. 

19 Sutton Trust, Cost of Living 2023 – University Students (paid work), March 2023.  

20 Jones, Andrew (MillionPlus: The Association for Modern Universities), Learning with the lights off: Students and the cost-of-living crisis, 

September 2022. 

21 Office for Students, Studying during rises in the cost of living, March 2023. 
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The student experience 
Inflation has not fallen as quickly as experts expected. Instead, it has stubbornly remained and 

continues to affect energy and food prices particularly – both costs that higher education students, 

and indeed most people, cannot easily avoid. Students made clear in our survey that in spring 2023, 

inflation was still worrying them. Sixty-five percent of all students surveyed said they were concerned 

about the cost of living and over a quarter (27%) said they were very concerned. This is lower than 

other surveys earlier in late 2022 or early 2023 but still represents a high level of concern amongst 

students.  

 

Students had not seen prices ease as predicted, but instead had seen price rises; 87% said the amount 

of money they spend had increased in the last six months. These statistics suggest that students are 

still feeling the impact of inflation and will likely continue to in the 2023-24 academic year.  

Students are cutting back on a range of things to save money, with socialising topping the list. The 

graph below shows what students are cutting back on. 

 

 

While some of these are nice-to-haves, others are more integral to the university or college 

experience. Cutting down on social, extra-curricular activities and sports costs meant that students 

might not feel part of the university or college community. This feeling of isolation is exacerbated by 

the high number of students commuting to their institution to save money by living at home or in off-
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campus halls.22  From a BUCS perspective, it is important to note that over a third of students (34%) 

cut back on their spending on gym membership or sports clubs in the last six months and 18% cut back 

on unpaid work/volunteering. This is having a knock-on effect on the number of students volunteering 

for events and committee roles, which we will discuss later in the report.  

 

Some of the areas students have cut back on have had a direct and negative impact on diet and social 

life, as displayed in the graph below. The fact that students reduced their social costs and extra-

curricular activities might have had an impact on mental health: 52% of students said their mental 

health had suffered due to money worries in the 2022-23 academic year.  

 

 

Over half of students said their social life, diet and mental health were all negatively impacted and over 

a third said their physical health/fitness and sleep were impacted; these statistics are particularly 

worrisome from a BUCS perspective as they can influence students’ ability to engage in physical 

activity.  

 

Indeed, 64% of students said that the cost-of-living situation had a negative impact on their ability to 

be physically active. It is worth noting at this point that our survey participants were amongst the most 

active students: 84% reported taking part in BUCS sport in the 2022-23 academic year and another 

eight percent took part in non-BUCS sport. Furthermore, 79% of those surveyed said they strongly 

agreed that they found sport and exercise enjoyable. This group is therefore highly motivated to be 

active and is perhaps the most likely to overcome cost barriers, so it is notable that even amongst this 

 
22 A recent HEPI and Advanced HE survey found that students living with family, in non-university halls or on their own were the most likely to 
feel lonely. Neves, Jonathan aRose Stephenson (Advanced HE and HEPI), Student Academic Experience Survey 2023, June 2023.  
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group nearly two-thirds reported a negative impact on their ability to be physically active. They felt the 

knock-on impacts of not being as active in their mental health, physical health/fitness, and 

opportunities to socialise.  

Paid work 

To offset the impact of the cost-of-living situation, many students took up paid work. In our survey, 

58% of students said they were engaged in paid work. While this helps with finances, it limits students’ 

time to take part in sport: 58% of students with jobs said they had missed at least one sports practice 

because of paid work, and 34% said their paid work commitments kept them from taking part in sport 

or physical activity as much as they would like. Student committee members in our focus groups told 

us that they struggled to recruit new committee members because so many students were undertaking 

paid work. Others said they needed to be more flexible with practice and fixture attendance so 

students could attend work shifts. 

 

Demographic differences 

We noted two key types of differences in terms of the impacts of the cost-of-living situation: one was 

in different student demographics, and the other was in different institution demographics. Amongst 

students, we found that Black/Black British students and disabled students were particularly 

negatively impacted by the cost of living, echoing what other research found. Amongst institution 

demographics, we found that those at post-1992 institutions were more impacted than those at 

Russell Group institutions, and that students at high-ranking BUCS institutions were less likely to feel 

the effects of rising costs. We will explore each of these demographics below. 

Student demographics 

We looked at two key indicators to understand which students were most likely to be impacted by the 

cost of living: how concerned they were about the cost-of-living situation, and how much of an impact 

they said the situation had had on their ability to be physically active.  

"It was really, really hard for our committee…for the incoming year to get anyone. Literally, the only role 
we had [filled] was chair and that was it for my committee for months until I had to go and seek out people."  

-Undergraduate student, East Midlands 
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Ethnicity 

The graph below examines the survey responses to the two indicator questions by ethnicity. 

Black/Black British students were more than 10 percentage points more likely to say they were 

concerned about the cost-of-living situation than any other group, with 80% saying they were 

concerned. They were also more likely to say their ability to be physically active had been impacted. 

They were six percentage points more likely to say this than the next-closest group (Asians/British 

Asians) and 11 percentage points more likely to say this than White/White British students.  

 

 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, students from Black/Black British backgrounds were also slightly more 

likely to say they had decreased spending on gym membership or sports clubs in the past six months. 

Thirty-eight percent of Black/Black British students reported doing this, compared to 35% of 

Asian/Asian British students, 33% of White/White British students and 30% of mixed ethnicity 

students. Combined, these statistics suggest that Black/Black British students might need additional 

support to re-engage with or continue physical activity and sport in the 2023-24 academic year. 

 

While the sample size for the Black/Black British group was much smaller than the White/White 

British sample (n=132 for Black/Black British students), these results have been corroborated by other 

studies of both student and general UK populations so we are confident they are meaningful. NB: Our 

survey included an “other ethnicity” option, but we have not included it in the analysis in this section 

because the sample was too small to provide meaningful data. 
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Disability 

During the COVID pandemic, people with a disability were particularly hard hit in their opportunity to 

take part in physical activity and sport. Unfortunately, the cost-of-living situation has only exacerbated 

this inequality. Students with a disability were much more likely to score poorly on our two key 

indicators, as seen in the graph below. Students with a disability were 10 percentage points more likely 

to be concerned about the cost-of-living situation than those without and 11 percentage points more 

likely to say the situation had had a negative impact on their opportunity to be physically active.  

 

 

Students with a disability were also more likely to have a job, meaning that they had less time to take 

part in sport (69% of students with a disability said they had a job in the 2022-23 academic year 

compared to 57% of students without a disability). Furthermore, amongst students with a job, students 

with a disability were 11 percentage points more likely to say they had missed at least one sports 

practice because of work (68% versus 57%). These statistics, combined with the fact that three 

quarters of students with disabilities have seen their physical activity impacted by the cost-of-living 

situation, suggest that they will need more support to be physically active in the 2023-24 academic 

year.   

 

Students with disabilities were more likely to say the cost-of-living situation had impacted a range of 

areas in their lives, particularly grades, sleep, diet, mental health, and physical health/fitness. The 

mental health gap is especially concerning, with over two-thirds of students with a disability reporting 

a negative impact on mental health compared to just under half of students without a disability. This 
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data suggests that students with a disability would benefit from more mental health support at their 

institutions. These and other differences between students with a disability and students without a 

disability can be seen in the table below. 

 

What areas of your life, 

if any, suffered due to 

the cost-of-living 

situation? 

Students with disability 

(n=221) 

Students without 

disability (n=2028) 

 

Difference 

Mental health 69% 49% +20% 

Sleep 51% 34% +17% 

Grades 39% 25% +14% 

Physical health/fitness 50% 38% +12% 

Diet 69% 60% +9% 

 

As with the ethnicity data, we recognise that the sample size for students with a disability is much 

smaller than the sample size for students without a disability, but our findings are in line with other 

research, including Activity Alliance’s 2023 survey about physical activity and people with disabilities.23 

We are therefore confident in the trends identified.  

International postgraduate students 

International students generally expressed concerns about the cost-of-living situation, but 

international postgraduate students were more likely to say it affected their ability to be physically 

active (70% of international postgraduate students said this compared to 52% of international 

undergraduates). International postgraduate students have traditionally been a difficult group to 

engage in sport, even before the cost-of-living crisis, exacerbated by the fact that they typically only 

attend one year of higher education compared to undergraduates’ three or four years. However, due 

to institutions’ recruitment strategies, they are a quickly growing group that deserves attention. The 

graph on the next page demonstrates enrolment trends based on student origin and how quickly the 

international (non-EU) group is growing compared to others. 24 

 
23 Activity Alliance, Annual Disability and Activity Survey, June 2023. 
24 HESA, Changes over time: HE student enrolments by domicile, January 2023.  
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International postgraduate students struggled more than other groups with the cost-of-living situation, 

further exacerbating their lack of engagement with sport and physical activity. They were twice as 

likely as the average survey participant to say they had under £100 per month in disposable income 

(18%). They told us in focus groups and interviews that they had not expected the cost of living to be 

so high, nor had they expected it to be so difficult to get a job when they arrived. They were also 

limited in how much money they could earn to offset costs, because visa requirements limit 

international students to a maximum of 20 hours of work per week. 

 

The fact that international postgraduate students were less likely to have much disposable income was 

reflected in their engagement with sport and physical activity. They were nine percent less likely to 

take part in BUCS sport than the average sport participant and six percent more likely to say their 

ability to be active has been negatively impacted by the cost-of-living situation. International 

postgraduate students were also more likely than the average survey participant to say that their 

reduction in physical activity had resulted in fewer opportunities to meet people and make friends 

(43%). The International postgraduate students we spoke to touched on several other reasons for not 

engaging with sport, including the short duration of their stay in the UK (usually one year), cultural 

differences, and a mismatch with the BUCS year if they study from January to December. These issues 

deserve a greater review but are not in the scope of this research. 

institution demographics 

We found that certain institution demographics made a difference in the impact of the cost-of-living 

situation on students’ engagement with sport and physical activity. While the region/nation of the 

institution didn’t make much of a difference, whether the institution was a post-1992 or Russell Group 

institution and where it ranked in 2022-23 BUCS points table did matter.  
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Type of institution 

We found that students at post-1992 institutions were more likely to be impacted by the cost-of-living 

situation than their counterparts at Russell Group institutions. Looking at our two key indicators, 

students at post-1992 institutions were eight percentage points more likely to be concerned by the 

cost-of-living and ten percentage points more likely to say the cost-of-living situation had impacted 

their ability to be physically active, as displayed in the graphs below. 

 

 

Students at post-1992 institutions were also 17 percentage points more likely to have a job than those 

at Russell Group institutions (68% versus 51%) and amongst those with jobs, post-1992 students were 

eight percentage points more likely to say they missed at least one sports practice during the 2022-23 

academic year due to paid work (62% versus 54%). Finally, students at post-1992 institutions were 13 

percentage points more likely to say they had reduced spending on gym memberships or sports clubs 

in the past six months (43% versus 30%). All these factors combined suggest students at post-1992 

institutions might need more support to remain in sport (or re-engage with it) in the 2023-24 academic 

year. As we will discuss in the next section, post-1992 members were more likely to offer free 

activities than Russell Group institutions. Based on the student data presented here, it has not fully 

levelled up students in post-1992 institutions, but it likely reduced the inequalities between the two 

types of institutions. 

 

Similar to student demographics discussed above, we found that students at post-1992 institutions 

were more likely to report that the cost-of-living situation had a negative impact on different areas of 



 

 

 

18 

 

their lives, particularly grades, relationships, sleep, mental health and physical health/fitness. It is 

possible that these negative impacts could lead to a decrease in performance level and an increase in 

injury susceptibility in future seasons. The table below shows these differences when comparing 

students at post-1992 institutions to Russell Group institutions.  

 

 

Description 

 

Students at post-1992 

institutions (n=602) 

 

Students at Russell 

Group institutions 

(n=1055) 

 

Difference 

Grades 37% 20% +17% 

Sleep 45% 30% +15% 

Relationships 27% 17% +10% 

Mental health 58% 48% +10% 

Physical health/fitness 46% 37% +9% 

 

NB Not all institutions fell into the post-1992 or Russell Group designation, so not all survey 

participants are represented in the table above. 

BUCS ranking 

The other institution demographic where we saw a difference in our key indicators was BUCS ranking. 

We used the top 15 point scorers in the 2022-23 season as a proxy and looked at survey responses 

from students who attended those institutions compared to all other student responses. We found 

that students in the top 15 were less likely to be concerned about the cost-of-living situation and less 

likely to say the situation had negatively impacted their engagement in physical activity (both are 

different by seven percentage points). The differences between these two groups were smaller than 

other demographic differences, but still noticeable. Students at top 15 institutions were also less likely 

to have reduced spending on gym membership and sports clubs: only 27% had reduced this 

expenditure in the past six months compared to 37% of students at other institutions.  
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The differences seen in these two groups could be due to a range of reasons, including student 

demographics (for instance, students going to these institutions might have picked them based on their 

focus on sport, and therefore are more motivated as individuals to play sport regardless of cost) or 

institution choices around investment in sport.  

 

Sabbatical/Student Officers and institution staff also told us performance athletes and those on sports 

scholarship were relatively well protected from the impact of the cost-of-living crisis (through free 

accommodation, membership and other support), and it is likely that many of the institutions in the top 

15 have more performance athletes than other institutions due to their reputations for sport provision. 

Without a full review of what top 15 institutions have done to support students to stay physically 

active versus what others have done, it is hard to draw firm conclusions from this analysis. However, it 

does suggest that investment in sport is a protective factor for student engagement in sport and 

physical activity. 
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Institutions’ experiences 
The same issues around inflation that are affecting students, such as increases in energy and food 

costs, are also impacting member institutions. They are also feeling the squeeze of the current 

situation, with more pressure being put on budgets as well as recruitment and retention of students. 

Against this challenging backdrop, they are seeing the impacts of the cost-of-living situation on 

students’ engagement with physical activity and sport. Generally, these effects are negative. When 

asked about the impact the cost-of-living situation on student engagement with sport and physical 

activity, 65% of institution representatives said this has been a negative impact, with 23% reporting 

there had been both a positive and negative impact. With only 11% reporting a neutral impact and just 

over one percent reporting a purely positive impact, institutions have clearly felt the impact regardless 

of their size or type.  

 

The following information is representative of institutions across multiple regions/nations. However, in 

quotes from staff in the following sections, we have not included the institution’s region/nation to 

protect participant anonymity. Instead, we have provided the speaker’s job title and type of institution. 

Impact in 2022-23 academic year 

When looking at where institutions have felt the impact most, 50% reported that they had seen more 

students missing BUCS sport practices/fixtures. This is consistent with what was reported within the 

student survey, where 58% of survey participants said that they had missed at least one sports 

practice due to their paid work commitments. Paid work commitments are one reason why students 

missed sports practices, while some students were likely missing fixtures because of the cost of 

transport and accommodation.  

 

Forty-five percent of institutions reported fewer students signing up to BUCS sport than previous 

years, though this varied by institution. This sometimes correlated with an increase in sign-ups for 

casual sports. Institutions recognised these sports as a more affordable option and therefore boosted 

their provision.   

 

 “[We have] seen a massive reduction in BUCS club members, but an increase in casual sports offerings of 
the same sport where they can turn up whenever they want (no weekly commitment) and play with their 
friends for free/cheaper.” 

-Sport Development Officer, post-1992 institution 
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On the other hand, some institutions have seen a decrease in students signing up to non-BUCS sports 

practices/fixtures than previous years: 39% of survey participants reported seeing this in 2022-23.   

Post-1992 institutions were more likely to report that students were less engaged in BUCS sport than 

Russell Group institutions. Sixty-two percent of post-1992 institutions reported fewer students signing 

up to BUCS sport in 2022-23 compared to only 13% of Russell Group institutions. Similarly, 67% of 

post-1992 institutions said they had seen an increase in students missing BUCS practices/fixtures 

compared to 33% of Russell Group institutions. This data chimes with the differences we discussed in 

the student survey section of the report, with students at post-1992 institutions more likely to report 

that the cost-of-living situation had had a negative impact on their ability to be physically active than 

those at Russell Group institutions.  

 

Institutions also reported that fewer students were signing up for gym memberships or attending 

active wellbeing opportunities in 2022-23 compared to previous years (39% and 31% of institutions 

said this, respectively). We know that sport and physical activity are beneficial for both physical and 

mental wellbeing; if students are not able to afford gym memberships and active wellbeing 

opportunities as an outlet for the stresses of higher education, especially with the additional pressure 

of the cost-of-living situation, this is likely to have a significant impact on student wellbeing. Indeed, 

where students had reported a negative impact on their ability to be physically active, 65% had seen a 

negative impact on their mental health. This can cause even further pressures on student wellbeing 

services at institutions, thus highlighting the importance of physical activity as both a preventative and 

reactive strategy for student wellbeing concerns.  

 

One significant negative effect of the cost-of-living situation has been increasing transport costs. 

Institution staff, Sabbatical/Student Officers and students all raised concerns about both the 

affordability and availability of travel. They told us that transport pressures came from several 

directions: hire costs for vehicles rose precipitously alongside the cost of fuel, but the cost of public 

transport rose at the same time. Train strikes also made it harder to rely on public transport, and in 

rural areas public buses were sometimes cancelled at the last minute, meaning that students could not 

rely on them.  

“Something that we've done to try and combat that cost of being able to then participate in sport still, we've 
done a lot more around campus sport. We've not necessarily been a university that's had campus sport in the 
past since we are fairly small but increasing that provision has helped a lot more people get involved with 
sport on campus this year." 

-Sabbatical Officer, post-1992 institution 
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In situations where an institution was not able to afford to fund the transport costs associated with 

sport, costs ultimately fell to students, making it harder for students on limited income to take part. 

Institution responses to the cost-of-living situation 

In response to the cost-of-living situation, institutions have taken numerous actions. The graph on the 

next page demonstrates the range of actions taken. Only eight percent of survey participants said they 

had taken none of the options listed in our survey, indicating many institutions were doing their best to 

support their students. Post-1992 institutions were more likely to free recreational sport and active 

wellbeing opportunities than Russell Group or other traditional institutions. 

“Cost of travel (coaches, trains and fuel) has also risen so for us as an organisation to cover this would 
cost us significantly more. Being a students' union, we rely on the universities block grant, which will not 
increase in this area, therefore making it hard for us to further subsidise travel for the students, 
ultimately meaning the cost lands on them.”  

-Student Opportunities Manager, traditional institution

“Transport costs in particular have been a barrier - the train strikes reduce opportunities for students to use 
public transport and coach hire is much, much more expensive, meaning self-funded groups are likely to reduce 
their level of activity.”  

– Performance Sport Coordinator, Russell Group institution

“There has been a huge impact on facilitating travel to away BUCS fixtures, from accessing transport to 
being able to afford to do so.” 

-Director of Sport, post-1992 institution
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In September 2022, MillionPlus (the Association for Modern Universities, a group made up of post-

1992 institutions) conducted a report looking at students and the cost-of-living situation. These 

institutions educate 46% of all undergraduates, including a disproportionate number of students at risk 

of financial hardship. They found that factors indicating whether students were likely to struggle with 

finances included age, ethnic group and socio-economic classification.25 The MillionPlus research also 

highlighted the link between financial difficulties, mental health problems and pressure to quit 

school.26 These connections could help explain why post-1992 institutions were more likely to offer 

free recreational sport and active wellbeing opportunities, using sport and physical activity to improve 

student mental wellbeing and retention.  

 

While institutions focused on providing free or inexpensive physical activity and sport opportunities 

this year to increase engagement, some told us this effort wasn’t always successful. In many cases, 

institutions believed this was because students had to spend more time in paid work. 

 

 
25 Jones, Andrew (MillionPlus: The Association for Modern Universities), Learning with the lights off: Students and the cost-of-living crisis, 

September 2022. 

26 Jones, Andrew (MillionPlus: The Association for Modern Universities), Learning with the lights off: Students and the cost-of-living crisis, 

September 2022. 

“Even when we do offer free sessions, we get minimal attendance, largely due again to additional 
employment in student spare time.” 

–Student Opportunities Manager, traditional institution 
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Barriers to supporting students 

We asked institutions what barriers they experienced when supporting students to maintain 

involvement in physical activity and sport during the cost-of-living situation. These included high and 

constantly rising travel costs as well as financial pressures on students and institutions. Some 

institutions noted that increased student employment was also having an impact on engagement, as 

we have previously noted.  

Student work commitments have also impacted on the number of students taking up volunteering 

opportunities. One-off opportunities are more popular because students don’t have to make a long-

term commitment that could clash with work or study. 

“Students are being forced to choose between taking on more part time work and extra-curricular 
activity.”  

-Head of Sport and Physical Activity, Russell Group institution

“Students cannot afford membership fees and are having to work more hours to cover their living costs, so 
reducing the amount of free time for sport and all activity.” 

- Sport Coordinator, post-1992 institution

“We have had a reduced amount of students sign up for volunteering programmes due to work 
commitments, however more students have signed up for one-off opportunities.”  

-Volunteer and Outreach Manager, Russell Group institution
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Actions institutions plan to take in the 2023-24 academic year 

Looking ahead to the 2023-24 academic year, institutions are generally planning similar actions to 

what they did in 2022-23, as demonstrated in the graph below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Like students, institutions are experiencing rising costs and tightening budgets. Many survey 

participants told us they were limited in what they could do to support students because of these 

pressures. These difficulties are reflected in the quotes below: 

 

 

 

“Operational and staffing costs have had an 
impact and will continue to do so on future 
investment and delivery.” 

-Head of Sport, Russell Group 
institution 

 

“the cost to provide some elements of our sport 
programme have nearly doubled…with a budget 
that has also been cut.”  

-Deputy Head of Sport, post-1992 
institution 

 

“Sport is due to shrink because of the cost-of-living crisis. Budgets are shrinking, affiliation fees and 
accommodation fees (transport) are rising, making it less and less possible to be able to facilitate the 
number of sports we want, particularly in Central London where we do not have outdoor facilities (cost of 
hiring is getting higher).”  

-Sport Development Administrator, traditional institution 
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Going forward these pressures are likely to continue for institutions, and there may be fewer funding 

pots or bursaries to support students. This is likely to continue to have an impact on the quality and 

cost of the offer that institutions can provide.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“In terms of our memberships, that membership I was talking about for competitive sport, how it's £200 
base cost, we've kept that over the past three years, I think. We haven't increased costs, but we are going 
to absolutely have to increase it by at least £15 for next year because of the cost of transportation.”  

 

-Sabbatical Officer, Russell Group institution 

“I think we have a small amount of money for next year. We're a bit worried about that. I don't know what 
other universities are experiencing, but there's been so much thrown into hardship funds and cost of living 
resources that for next year, we are now like, "Where's the money?”  

-Sabbatical Officer, Russell Group institution 
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BUCS entries 
 

The responses to the survey questions from both the students and institutions demonstrate the 

negative impact that the cost-of-living situation is having on students’ engagement with sport and 

physical activity. We heard this in more detail when conducting focus groups and interviews with 

students and Sabbatical/Student Officers. These first-hand experiences point to reduced engagement 

and participation in competitive sport.  

 

However, the BUCS data tells a slightly different story. In the 2022-23 season both walkovers and 

voids were lower when compared to the 2021-22 season. One exception to this positive data was that 

the lower BUCS competitive sports tiers (i.e., those outside of the Premier and first tier) reported a 

higher percentage of walkovers than those at the top. Since these lower tiers often receive less 

institutional funding for travel and accommodation, we suspect that this is an impact of the cost-of-

living situation.   

 

The upcoming 2023-24 season has seen a year-on-year increase of over 80 teams signing up to the 

BUCS competitive sport league structure. We saw notable increases in team entries in women’s 

football, rugby league and volleyball. We did not see large increases or decreases by sport, institution 

or type of institution. Similarly, the trend of increasing submissions held true across Scottish, Northern, 

Midlands, Western and South Eastern conferences. This data contradicts some of what we heard in 

our research, so we explored what was going on in more depth.  

 

We found that although the absolute number of BUCS team entries have risen from the 2022-23 

season to the 2023-24 season and this raw data looks promising, there may be some decline when 

looking at these in context of enrolment data. HESA enrolment figures have not yet been released for 

2022-23, but the trend from the previous year was a 4% increase in student population (with a higher-

than-normal increase in 2020-21).27 Assuming this increase has remained steady, we can see that the 

increase in BUCS teams going into 2022-23 (3.3%) did not keep up with student population growth, 

and the increase going into 2023-24 has dropped even further (1.7%). This could be an indication of 

the effects of the cost-of-living situation. 

 

Overall, however, the BUCS team entries are still rising year-on-year, demonstrating resilience. We do 

not have definitive data on why this is the case beyond student population numbers rising, but we do 

have some hypotheses. First, this resilience in BUCS entries might be due to the value institutions put 

 
27 Bolton, Paul (House of Commons Library), Higher Education Student Numbers, February 2023. 
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on competitive sport. This is a key element of some institutions’ recruitment and retention strategies, 

discussed in BUCS’ position statement The Value of University Sport and Physical Activity.28 Second, if 

institutions drop out of a BUCS league, it can be very difficult to rebuild the sport and runs the risk of 

angering students (both current and future). The cost of dropping out, therefore, is often greater in the 

long-term than remaining in the league. Third, students, club committee members and institutions all 

told us that they were able to use savings, funds and grants left over from the COVID pandemic in the 

2022-23 academic year. In addition, institutions saw increases in hardship funds and other support 

available to students. These pots and savings helped bolster participation during hard times.  

 

Generally, however, they said that COVD funding had been depleted and, in many cases, institutions 

will be unable to provide the same level of support in the 2023-24 academic year. We therefore think 

there is a possibility that some institutions and sports could struggle to fill the team entries they have 

submitted once the 2023-24 season begins. With the cost-of-living situation set to have an ongoing 

effect, there may be a point in the future where some students’ budgets no longer stretch to allow for 

engagement in competitive sport.    

 

We heard a lot around travel costs as a significant barrier to taking part in BUCS matches. Institutions 

supported travel to and from fixtures in many ways that differ across the BUCS competitive structure.  

When the institution is unable to fund travel to fixtures, this falls onto the clubs and students as part of 

the club to fund this. It is common that further down the tiered structure of the BUCS competitions, 

the less funding clubs receive from their institution. With the high costs associated with travel, this 

may be a factor causing the increased rate of walkovers at the lower levels of competition.   

 

Student clubs have an important role to play in keeping costs down where possible, but they also 

struggled. We heard that clubs had built up budget reserves from previous years and have used these 

reserves to fund aspects of the clubs such as travel. However, this has led to some clubs being run at a 

deficit, which is not a sustainable model. If the level of travel costs remains consistent going into future 

academic years, this could mean an increase in frequency of walkovers and clubs not being able to play 

matches, which could also filter through into the higher tiers. 

 
28 Mayne, Vince and Julie Brunton (BUCS), The Value of University Sport and Physical Activity, 2020. 
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Key themes 
We considered all the qualitative and quantitative research and identified cross-cutting themes that 

have affected student engagement with sport and physical activity in higher education. These themes 

are discussed below.  

Everyone has been squeezed – and continues to be.  

While previous crises, particularly the COVID pandemic, hit people and institutions unevenly, the cost-

of-living situation has hit nearly everyone in society. In higher education sport, this includes students, 

institutions, student unions, and clubs. Institutions did their best to provide additional funding for 

students where possible, but these were predominantly and understandably targeted at pressing needs 

such as heating and food rather than sport. While some institutions will be able to carry on with 

hardship funding in the 2023-24 academic year, we heard from others that they have now run down 

most of their supplemental funding and are unsure what more they can provide in the 2023-24 

academic year, despite the fact that students continue to face inflation pressures. Similarly, students 

told us that they had exhausted their savings this year and were worried about what they would do in 

the upcoming academic year.  

 

Some protective factors help students stay involved in sport.  

There were protective factors that helped students stay engaged in sport. These included sport-

specific measures from institutions as well as situational elements that helped students save money. 

Students who lived at home were able to save money on rent but had the increased cost of 

commuting, which was particularly difficult if they had to pay for public transport. Those who lived 

“You see a lot more money leaving than coming in, and especially because I did an apprenticeship before 
this. That was lots of money, and not much money going out, especially during the pandemic, and now it's 
been a complete switch and a different mindset, I guess, of, "Oh, I'm a student, I don't have money to spend 
anymore." 

-Undergraduate student, East Midlands 

“People are getting really fatigued and I know especially that next year everyone's rents have gone up and 
that's only impacted them next year.”  

-Undergraduate student, North West 



 

 

 

30 

 

near campus but had parents close by generally had the best of both worlds and had more disposable 

income. One student explained this in more detail: 

 

 

Like commuting from home, having a job was another double-edged sword. Students with jobs felt 

more comfortable about spending money, and those without jobs noted the limitations. One student 

who was actively job searching told us the following: 

 

On the flip side, however, balancing work, studying and sport is difficult. More students are working 

than ever before, and they are working for longer hours. In our survey, 58% of students reported 

having a paid job. Most worked under 20 hours per week (37%) or irregular hours (17%), but seven 

percent reported working more than 20 hours per week, with some reporting working full-time hours. 

Counter to our expectations, the majority of those working over 20 hours per week were 

undergraduates. This echoes a trend reported elsewhere of students working more hours than in 

previous years.29 Students told us in the focus groups and interviews that they noticed others dropping 

out of matches to work, and one student told us he was planning to quit his sport next year due to the 

pressures of working and studying. Others spoke about work having to come first, and this having a 

knock-on effect on how much they engaged with sport. 

 
29 Neves, Jonathan and Rose Stephenson (Advanced HE and HEPI), Student Academic Experience Survey 2023, June 2023. 

 

“Everything just got more expensive. I'm lucky because my mom cooks food so I'm able to bring it from home 
to university. If not for that, I would say it would be tough because the university has a couple of food 
stalls, small, little supermarkets, but it's just one of them ones where it's like- there's not a wide range of 
variety when it comes to food.”  

–Undergraduate student, South East 

“I do want to be going back to the gym. It is something I want to keep up doing, but it's just not feasible right 
now [because I don’t have any income].”  

-Undergraduate student, Scotland 
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Jobs that paid well and were limited to manageable hours, often within the institution a student 

attended, were the most protective when it came to ensuring students could work and take part in 

sport. 

 

Institution factors also played a role in how much students remained engaged in sport and physical 

activity. Unsurprisingly, students at institutions that did not focus on sport did not feel well-supported 

during the cost-of-living situation. We used the Relative Insight qualitative analysis tool to look at 

differences between students who said the cost-of-living situation had negatively impacted their 

ability to be physically active versus those that said the situation had had little or no impact. When 

asked what support they had received from their institutions to take part in the sport over the last 

year, those who said there had been little or no impact were 9.5 times more likely to use the word 

“subsidised” and 7.2 times more likely to use words relating to finance, such as expenses, cash and 

“The biggest thing we're seeing is that there's less people attending nights out, or socials, or even teams 
being able to be filled on BUCS away days and things like that, just because people are having to work or 
they're doing their dissertation in the evening because they've been working all afternoon.”  

-Sabbatical Officer, East of England 

“I know for a few of the team sports that I've been involved in, people were having to take on extra shifts 
at work and everything so they couldn't make certain games.”  

–Sabbatical Officer, Northern Ireland 
 

“Because everything's got more expensive, [I’m] more keen to work, so less keen to train and I didn't feel 
like there was worth playing next year if I wasn't going to give it the right amount of training time.”  

– Undergraduate student, North West 

“In comparison to last year, I was coaching two teams, playing three times a week having a game as well. 
Whereas this year, I'm just training twice a week, going to games, and doing as much as I can because work 
does come first and I am employed, that's what I'm there to do.” 

-Undergraduate student, East Midlands 
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budget. This data suggests that students who received support from their institution to continue taking 

part in sport were less likely to see their physical activity impacted. 

 

Students who struggled with money felt their institution did not fully appreciate the numerous costs 

they had to pay to play sport, and how much all the costs had risen. Basic costs included travel 

(sometimes even for home fixtures/practices), kit, club membership, BUCS membership, gym 

membership (sometimes required for club participation), and accommodation for away games. 

Depending on the institution, these costs could come to hundreds of pounds and were often required 

in one payment at the start of the year. Similarly, students were not fully aware of all the outgoing 

costs that universities had to cover, and how those prices had risen because of inflation. 

 

Whether and how much institutions defrayed these costs for students depended on how central sport 

was to their institutional strategy. Sabbatical/Student Officers and sports staff we spoke to noted that 

this fact pre-dated the cost-of-living situation but was exacerbated by stretched budgets.  

“I think almost all of our universities have the mentality that sport isn't as big of a priority as say getting 
Nobel Peace prizes or getting funding for PhD students. It's an ever-going battle for funding, in general, I'd 
say, on top of that.”  

-Sabbatical Officer, North West 

“It's a lot of money…you pay the £90 [membership], you have to get shoes…Those shoes are like, for me, I'm 
size 12, so I'm paying £90 plus. there's traveling costs as well. If you don't make it with the team, you're 
going to have to pay from your own pockets. If you do make it with the team, there's food to buy if you 
don't bring homemade food. There's a lot of costs and I just don't think the uni realises that.”  

 

-Undergraduate student, South East 

 
“Our campus is in the city centre and you'd have to travel about 20 minutes out to the [sports facility] to 
play any sport…Our numbers have decreased a good bit, and part of that's probably cost of living just with 
the travel.”  

-Sabbatical Officer, Northern Ireland 
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“Sport is not a strategic priority for the uni and…we're not very cash or asset-rich as a uni. I know they're 
trying their best, but it means that if we are trying to develop facilities or anything for sport, we have to 
figure out very creative ways to do that. That often means that all of our facilities are tied up in external 
funders that have priorities and requirements that we then need to attach to those facilities.” 

-Sabbatical Officer, Yorkshire

-Undergraduate student, North West

“Greater increase in cost of delivery of student sport, alongside greater senior leadership team pressures 
to stay within budget has meant fewer additional opportunities for students to participate in comps, and 
reduced holistic sporting offer closer down to a bare bone model.” 

-Institutional Administrator, London

Students are making value assessments 

While the situation has affected nearly everyone, some are impacted more than others. Some 

students have simply been priced out of sport altogether, or have to take up jobs to make ends 

meet and cannot fit sport into their timetable. As we explained earlier, Black/Black British and 

students with a disability are overrepresented in this group. 

However, students with more disposable income talked about making choices rather than dropping 

out of sport altogether. Often, they chose to cut down on socialising and nights out, including social 

events tied to sport. When we asked students in our survey what costs they had cut in the last six 

months, social costs were at the top of the list at 84%. In focus groups and interviews, students told 

us they were thinking hard about sport social events. These decisions in turn affected how engaged 

they were in the sport. 

“The cost-of-living situation definitely impacted the amount of social events that we, as a [sport] team, do 
because it's just more expensive. I think it's impacted socially.”  
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Students have always made these value assessments when considering what to take part in during 

higher education, but this process is more pronounced against the backdrop of rising prices. 

Sabbatical/Student Officers told us they were fielding more queries from students about what they 

were paying for and why it was worth it.  

 

 

 

 

 “Compared to last year, I'm buying less kit, going on less socials, and just thinking more about like, "Oh, 
can I afford to go to President's Dinner? Can I afford to go to Captain's Dinner?" Personally, having to just 
think more about the fact that bills are going up…That does somewhat limit your engagement, I think. It 
certainly has somewhat limited mine.”  

-Sabbatical Officer, Yorkshire 
 

“The quality of experience is really, really important. That is what we are seeing at [my institution], is 
that even if prices aren't going up too high, the quality of experience is people don't think they're 
actually getting value for money anymore…It's less a case that I'm seeing of people being out-priced but 
more people becoming aware of, "What are we paying for?" If prices are going up in line with cost of living, 
they're still like, "I don't understand what I'm getting for this."  

-Sabbatical Officer, Yorkshire 

“All our sports club members have a sport exercise membership that they use sport and exercise facilities, 
which has been previously seen as an excellent deal…you get your gym, you get your training fees, you get 
all your fixture costs. I’ve always seen it as a very big positive thing, but…this year when we went to go 
chase clubs for it, there were a lot of complaints coming back that they didn’t feel like they were getting 
value for money.”  

-Sabbatical Officer, Scotland 
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Students in our focus groups also spoke about wanting value from their investment. They stressed that 

the presence of coaches made a difference in their experiences. Some had opted out of BUCS sport to 

take part in community clubs where they had access to coaches, while others suggested they and their 

teammates would be willing to pay a bit more if the institution would help them hire coaches. They felt 

that coaches were key to helping them improve and enjoy the experience of playing sport. 

 

 

Transparency and fairness matter to students. 
Students were quick to identify things that they thought were unfair and this affected how they felt 

about higher education sport. This issue was not new during the cost-of-living situation but was 

exacerbated by it.  

 

 

Sabbatical/Student Officers had a clearer understanding than students of why things were the way 

they were but had to spend a great deal of time explaining this to students, particularly in the 2022-23 

year when students were impacted by the cost-of-living situation. They found that transparency was 

helpful in keeping students “on-side”, but tackling this issue on an individual basis each time they were 

contacted was not feasible. 

 “When I saw no coach and not a good environment…I skip some sports and go to my shifts or sometimes to give 
time to study. It's not worth it to play here in this environment. Now, I'm playing in [community club], it's 
totally different, with the proper coach.” 

-Postgraduate student, Yorkshire 

 

“[My institution] could have approached the [club] president to approach the team and say, "Hey, look, 
everyone needs to pay £2, £3 extra to pay for a coach, or pay a £20 extra for a coach for a season." Then I 
think That I personally would've probably been able to budget that in because the value to me is worth the 
one night out you miss or whatever.” 

-Undergraduate student, North West 

 

“You go to the university and you think you have access to the facilities, but no, it’s all of the sports 
facilities that are blocked off, which I didn’t even consider until I found out about it.”  

-Undergraduate student, East Midlands 
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Through our survey of institutions, we saw that institutions were doing quite a lot to help students 

stay engaged in sport and physical activity. However, students were not always aware of the work that 

institutions are doing. They complained that their institutions weren’t doing enough and they did not 

understand the value institutions were adding despite price increases. Even if funding levels cannot be 

changed, increased transparency will help change students’ perceptions of how fair funding decisions 

are. Both club committees and institutions have roles to play in ensuring this transparency exists. 

 

 

Transparency about choices around funding is also important. There might be good reasons why 

limited funding is disbursed in certain ways, but students who don’t understand the reasoning see it as 

unfairness or favouritism.  

“When you don't have a coach there or when the coach is already worried about the D1 team and you're 
not getting really any attention, you're like, you're going to start doubting yourself whether you're 
performing the best you can.”  

-Undergraduate student, South East 

“We want our players to feel like they're actually pushing to some point where they're succeeding. Not that 
they're being held back, which we have had like we've had some of that and we've trying to really, really 
hear them and then work on that and be very transparent about it too.”  

-Undergraduate student and incoming club committee chair in East Midlands 

 

“If you were a performance athlete…you’d pay a lump sum at the beginning of the year of £200, which when 
you say out loud is a lot of money for a student. It ends up equating to almost £1,000 worth of value, which is 
what I know now. I’m trying to push to students that it’s worth it when you look at overall costs.” 

-Sabbatical Officer, North West 
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Sense of belonging and culture have been damaged during the pandemic and the 

cost-of-living situation. 
Students play an important role in maintaining club culture across the years. Usually, first year students 

learn from older students how to run committees and events, and their first year is an opportunity to 

experience the exciting possibilities of being part of a sport. They then step up to manage this process 

and the culture and sense of belonging are carried on. During the COVID pandemic, however, this 

cycle was disrupted. BUCS sport and most other higher education sport was halted and students in 

their first year did not experience all the great things that sport can offer, particularly making friends, 

socialising and building a sense of belonging. This had a particular impact on those who were not the 

most motivated by sport itself, but wanted to play sport for the social side of things.  

“We tend to alternate between home and away games. That's £10 every other week just to play a sport 
when I'm paying for membership on top of that. I'm sure the university has a lot of money, and they do it for 
other sports as well, which is quite interesting. They book coaches for home games for other sports, but 
not for ultimate. I guess that's because we're a smaller sport, but equally I'd want the same thing to 
apply universally.”  

- Undergraduate student, East Midlands

“I don't know if it's with all unis but especially for our uni, they're very reluctant to put money into other 
clubs unless it's like a d1 [division 1] category. Unless it's d1 volleyball, basketball, football…netball, 
you won't see any other resources or money going anywhere else.”  

-Undergraduate student, South East 

“It sounds bad but if the performance athlete in a club needs help, then I think the club's more inclined to 
help them as compared to a 15-player because you've got the head coach as well who'd be more on the 
club's case as well to make sure it's happening.”  

-Sabbatical Officer, North East
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Since COVID pandemic restrictions were lifted, institution staff and student committees have worked 

hard to rebuild this culture. The 2021-22 academic year was the crucial “return to sport” year and 

many students were keen to return. But when the cost-of-living situation hit in the 2022-23 academic 

year, rising costs made it more difficult for students to engage. Furthermore, students who had not had 

the full higher education sport experience due to the COVID pandemic and had not had a chance to 

build connections and a sense of belonging questioned the value of taking part now that costs were 

prohibitive.  

 

One institutional strategy to overcome cost issues was to offer free participation and active wellbeing 

opportunities. These are crucial for mental and physical health and serve an important role for 

students. However, these free options do not contribute to sense of belonging nearly as much as 

taking part in intramural or competitive sport.  

 

Sabbatical/Student Officers and student club committee members we spoke to recognised this 

breakdown in culture and sense of belonging. They particularly felt the impact when recruiting for 

committee or event volunteers. The decision to volunteer now involves a different value assessment 

“The hangover of COVID has had a real effect in terms of destroying the continuation of the culture around 
our sports teams. We still see that the people who do get involved in the sports teams, they're some of our 
most engaged, our most active students.”  

-Sabbatical Officer, Yorkshire 

“When I was a fresher, I used to remember all of these events that we would go to and all of the older 
students would be absolutely gassed about them. Then last year when I was coming out to my final 
year…no one knew how great the AU social nights were because of that lack of understanding and that 
lack of legacy.”  

-Sabbatical Officer, North West 

“You can't really replace that belonging aspect that you find when you're in a team and you are competing 
at a level. Whereas the stuff that we offer generally isn't competitive, you'd be with different people each 
week and it doesn't really create a massive community.”  

-Sabbatical Officer, East Midlands 



 

 

 

39 

 

for students: they are busier with paid work, looking at rising costs of participation, and not motivated 

by a culture of participation that existed prior to the COVID pandemic that they have not experienced 

for themselves.   

 

 

 

“These students that we have right now, at least the third years, their entire university time has been 
affected by [COVID]. There's none of that legacy impact that they're able to put onto new committees and 
existing students...On top of the effects from COVID, you've also got the fact that you have to pay things to 
do stuff. It's just exponentially affected it, I would say.” 

-Undergraduate student, North West  

 

“Sense of belonging has been really prominent this year because we've had quite a few events that have 
gone back up in full force this year after COVID…We're really trying to make these events really, really big 
and they do provide that sense of belonging. Our most recent one was the [community 10k]…We used to have 
over 2,500 students participating in that and we could barely get 500 [this year] because even though we 
managed to get a  50% discount on tickets…they still don't see the discount as much as it is as enough to 
relate to that sense of belonging as being part of the university.”  

-Sabbatical Officer, North West 

 

“There are events that we want to go to as a team. They've just got a lot more expensive. At the end of this 
year, there was a fight night tournament…[and I] wanted to go and it was just really, really expensive and 
I didn't go to that because I was like, I just can't justify spending money on that. Then we had an end of year 
dinner with ex-alumni. There was a lot of contention over how much that was going to be, which I think 
would happen every year because everyone's obviously trying to save money but I think it's especially 
become true now because price has just gone up for everything.”  

-Undergraduate student, North West 

“It was really, really hard for our committee this year…the incoming year [2023-24] to get anyone. 
Literally, the only role we had for myself was chair and that was it for my committee for months until I 
had to go and seek out people.” 

-Undergraduate student and committee member, East Midlands 
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To overcome these challenges, students and staff have put in extra work to educate incoming 

students. In terms of events, this means explaining the event and what it could look like with high 

levels of engagement, so that students are excited about taking part. Ultimately, if they come to a 

great event, this will help change their value assessment about whether it is worth taking part. 

 

 

 

For committee roles, the education process is slightly different. It’s about integrating incoming 

students into the club, so they feel part of something, then educating them about the importance of 

committee roles and how to do them. This is a more intensive process than what might have been 

needed previously but will be crucial to club success in the long term.  

 

 

It will take time to rebuild club culture in situations where it has faltered, but it will be valuable in the 

long-term as it will provide a much stronger foundation for continued club growth. 

 

“We have a fresh new group and what to do with them because they have had COVID and they're not very 
much integrated into what we used to be. That is the job we have now to do in terms of making sure they're 
supported and equipped so that when we are gone, and I leave in a year, whoever takes over the club, just 
knows what they're doing, and it can still keep running.”  

-Undergraduate student and committee member, East Midlands  

“It's the education aspect around what actually is [the event] and how to get people hyped for it because as 
we were saying around COVID, the loss of knowledge and loss of memory from that time is that you have to 
go back to 2019 to remember an on-campus [event] and most people don't remember it. It's really around 
that kind of educating and helping people understand what's involved in it.”  

-Sabbatical Officer, Yorkshire 

“I think I've had more committee issues this year than previous years, just in terms of more people stepping 
down, more people asking to either rank other people, all this kind of stuff. It's the working together 
aspect that's been really challenging for a lot of clubs. I think that's been exacerbated by the pressures 
from the financial side of things with cost of living as well.”  

 

-Sabbatical Officer, Yorkshire 
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Conclusion 
The picture of the higher education sport sector presented in this report is of a resilient sector, but one 

that will likely face tough challenges going forward. Institutions, clubs, and students alike have found 

creative solutions to rising costs and stagnant budgets, which helps to explain why BUCS numbers 

have not fallen in absolute terms. But inflation remains stubborn and many funding pots have been 

exhausted, suggesting that the 2023-24 year will not be smooth sailing. We have included 

recommendations on the next page to help BUCS and institutions think about how they can maintain 

student engagement in sport and physical activity. 

 

BUCS has students in higher education at the heart of everything it does, so we wanted to let an 

undergraduate student in the South East have the last word. He spoke for many of us in the sector 

when he said:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Cost of living, COVID, everything. It's just 
been one hell of an experience, I guess.” 
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Recommendations for members  
We recognise that our members vary in size, resources and how they administer sport and physical 

activity. We have included a range of recommendations so members can choose what works best for 

their individual contexts. We have given some examples in the recommendations below but again 

realise that the examples provided will not work in every situation.  

1. Find ways to bring a sense of belonging and sport culture into non-competitive 
programmes, including active wellbeing programmes. 

Sense of belonging is key to staying engaged with sport and physical activity, but non-competitive 

offers can be seen as “add-ons” rather than at the heart of the institution’s offer. There are many ways 

of helping participants in active wellbeing programmes feel like they are part of something larger; one 

institution has had success rebranding their active wellbeing programmes to look and feel like the 

sports programmes, including using the school mascot and colours and renaming the programme. We 

note that other institutions have found that sport branding is off-putting to casual participants, so this 

is not a one size fits all solution. Whatever solution an institution pursues, it should feel inclusive and 

give all students a sense of being part of something larger. 

2. Provide clear information to students regarding the institution’s sport 
pathway. 

Institutions and club committees should work together to ensure that students have an awareness of 

and are signposted to the full range of sports and physical activities offered at their institution. This 

can help students who face barriers such as cost when wanting to take up top-level competitive sport 

to stay engaged with sport and physical activity through activities such as intramural sport and free 

active wellbeing opportunities. Since the cost-of-living situation has impacted students in different 

ways, this widened awareness will support students to move to different parts of the overall sporting 

pathway as and when it is possible for them to do so.   

3. Identify and share best practise for increasing transparency around costs 
associated with sport. 

Students are quick to notice and question rising costs associated with sport and physical activity at 

higher education institutions. In our research, we found that when staff provided an explanation of this 

rise, students generally felt appeased and were more understanding. This is best practice and 

institutions should seek out opportunities to have these conversations with students. It is important to 

share all aspects of the financial commitment to sport with current and prospective members (e.g., 

including kit, membership, travel and other associated costs) in an open, honest and consistent manner, 
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so students can make informed decisions. For instance, members could provide templates for clubs to 

post at sports fairs that require the clubs to publish specific, standardised information about their 

membership costs so students can easily compare costs. Some members have said that students don’t 

acknowledge financial information they are given, so we recommend working with club committees to 

identify best practice. We also encourage members to share with one another what has worked best 

for them in this area.  

4. Find more and creative ways to demonstrate the value of opportunities to 
students. 

Students told us they were frustrated when their institutions raised membership costs without 

providing additional value. In some cases, institutions had to do this just to cover their own rising costs, 

but in other cases they were able to offer additional value that students overlooked. Whenever 

possible, institutions should shout about discounts or savings they are making for their students. One 

way to do this is by showing students how much they would pay for the same service outside of the 

institution (this is often higher because it is not subsidised). Another is to think creatively about how to 

market new offers; for example, if an institution offers the UNIversal Gym programme, they could 

describe this as providing 33% increased value because students are able to attend a gym 12 months 

of the year rather than eight months. Finally, institutions should talk about the value of sport for 

students outside of the financial value. We know that employers are looking for graduates with skills 

that are acquired and proven through involvement in sport (e.g., resilience, teamwork, and achieving 

goals) and we should use this fact to market sport to students and add to the value proposition.  

5. Add finance/budget guidance and best practise into club committee training. 

During club committee training, institutions should include training on finances and budgets as 

standard to help clubs maintain good financial practices. Some institutions offer this as an e-module, 

which allows club committee members to refresh their knowledge as needed. The financial aspect of 

the training should provide the necessary autonomy for students to learn new skills in this area, while 

safeguarding against any mistakes that could cause lasting damage to the club.   

6. Provide support to students who have struggled most. 

Our research found that students with disabilities and those from Black/Black British backgrounds 

were the most negatively impacted by the cost-of-living situation. Institutions should prioritise efforts 

to support these groups to take part in sport and physical activity. For instance, they could offer a 

certain number of free or heavily discounted gym passes for members of these groups. Make sure any 

support is clearly advertised and wherever possible advertised directly to students who qualify (e.g. 

through email). Charities like Activity Alliance and Sporting Equals provide resources on how to best 
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engage these groups in sport. Living Black at University, a report by Unite Students about racism in 

student accommodation, has helpful recommendations that apply to the wider higher education 

experience.   

7. Reduce the stigma associated with hardship funds. 

Where possible, remove the term “hardship funds” and instead refer to “access funds” or similar to 

reduce stigma. Changing this terminology can encourage more students to apply. To help remove 

barriers in the use of these funds, ensure communication about eligibility is clear, make students aware 

of application deadlines as early as possible to allow suitable time to pull necessary information 

together and, wherever possible, provide funding upfront rather than as a reimbursement to help those 

most in need.   

 

8. Utilise all available information to demonstrate value of sport to institutional 
leadership. 

The funding environment for higher education sport is tight, and the cost-of-living situation has only 

worsened this situation. Wherever possible, consider the larger challenges and context of your 

institution and fit sport and physical activity into that conversation. For instance, active wellbeing 

aligns well with the needs of stretched student wellbeing departments and can inherently show the 

value of sport and physical activity. Sport departments can also offer placements for students in 

tangential areas, e.g., sports journalism or physiotherapy, offering valuable hands-on experience. 

Demonstrating the value of sport can protect from future reductions in funding. BUCS’ Value of 

University Sport and Physical Activity position paper offers more proof points of the value of sport and 

physical activity in higher education and can be used for advocacy. 
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Recommendations for BUCS staff 
Short term 

1. Provide opportunities for members to share best practice case studies on the
cost-of-living situation.

While every institution is different, members can benefit from understanding what others are doing. 

The BUCS Insight team will support information-sharing by collecting case studies from members and 

storing these in an accessible location (e.g. the BUCS website). Case studies will cover a wide range of 

topics but potential focuses will include: transport cost reduction strategies; finding ways of increasing 

student belonging in non-competitive physical activity; and models of financial support that have seen 

student engagement in sport remain high during the cost-of-living situation. 

2. Support member institutions to minimise BUCS in-season fines.

The Competitions and Events team understand the impact fines can have on operational budgets for 

our members. The BUCS office wants to ensure that we support our members in incurring minimal 

fines throughout the season as they engage in our offers. Although we already have all fines and their 

related costs detailed within our rules and regulations, we will now build a fines (including associated 

sanctions) guidance document that will assist all staff and members in their understanding of what 

fines may be applicable to them throughout the season, and significantly, how the BUCS office can 

help mitigate against incurring fines. The guidance document and associated fines information will be 

released prior the first fixture in the season. 

3. Publish event dates and timing as early as possible.

The BUCS Events team will commit to publishing event dates, registration and competition times and 

locations at the earliest opportunity so that participants can book accommodation and transport as 

soon as possible. Booking earlier can help participants reduce their costs, sometimes significantly. 

Medium term 

4. Form a working group to advise and direct the BUCS executive on adjustments
within the delivery programme that can assist with alleviating cost.

This group will consider possible adjustments to league, knockout and event delivery that could 

alleviate member costs for BUCS competitions, including (but not limited to): changes to league 

structure, changes to the knockout programme, and changes to sports events. The group will consider 
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how the BUCS office can work with regions to provide guidance on block fixture booking and 

regionalising their own structures (within existing capacity limitations). The group will consist of a 

range of BUCS staff and member representatives.  

5. Facilitate conversations on how sense of belonging can be increased in active 
wellbeing opportunities through an Active Wellbeing advisory group. 

BUCS is setting up an Active Wellbeing advisory group to facilitate conversations amongst members 

on this topic. As part of this group, BUCS staff and members will identify best practice and strategies 

for increasing sense of belonging within active wellbeing opportunities. Conversations in this advisory 

group will be shared more widely with all members. 

6. Monitor and understand the ongoing cost-of-living situation and its impact 
through the 2023-24 season. 

The cost-of-living situation is an ongoing and evolving issue, with its impact all but certain to continue 

within the 2023-24 academic year and BUCS season. To monitor how the ongoing impact is felt across 

member institutions and students, the BUCS Insight team will collect additional data in spring 2024. 

The team will identify any changes from the data collected in this report and communicate it to 

members.  

Long term 

7. Identify and pilot regional solutions to support the students most affected by 
the cost-of-living situation. 

Black/Black British students and students with disabilities were hit hardest by the cost-of-living 

situation. BUCS staff and members will consider how to help these students re-engage with sport and 

physical activity. The Insight and Development teams at BUCS will work together to realise this goal in 

the long term.   
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Appendix 1: Demographics of student survey 
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Appendix 2: Demographics of member survey 
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