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to the Teaching Excellence Framework 

The Royal Economic Society is one of the world’s oldest and most prestigious economic 

associations, dedicated to advancing economics for the public good. We bring together 

an international membership of academics, students, and professionals to promote 

high-quality research, foster inclusive debate, and support the next generation of 

economists. Our members, fellows and trustees count amongst themselves, Nobel 

Laureates and other leading figures in economics research, senior civil servants, 

governors of central banks, university leaders and leaders of national organisations 

such as the Leverhulme Trust.  

 

Given our expertise in this area, we have prepared the following response to the Office 

for Students’ Consultation on its proposed changes to the Teaching Excellence 

Framework. 

 

1. We welcome the inclusion of taught postgraduate provision in future cycles of 

the TEF, particularly as the current structure disincentivises quality enhancement 

in this level of provision despite the OfS being responsible for all taught 

students. However, our concern about the use of data to measure outcomes (as 

set out below) are even more salient for these students. A major issue for this 

group is that where postgraduate students are more likely to move abroad after 

completing their degrees, collecting earnings data is likely to be very difficult. 

While such students are included in the Graduate Outcomes Survey, relatively 

low response rates suggest that the data collected through this channel may be 

of questionable quality.  

 

2. We would advise against the proposal to determine the Overall rating 

automatically by the lowest of the aspect ratings. While both experience and 

outcome aspects are important measures of the quality of provision, they 

measure fundamentally different - and potentially contradictory - things. By 

capping the overall rating at the lower level, the OfS hides this distinct profile 

from prospective students. A student may prioritise labour market returns over 

satisfaction, or vice versa. A "lowest common denominator" rule obscures the 

high value-added outcomes, effectively treating a "High Earning / Low 

Satisfaction" provider the same as a "Low Earning / Low Satisfaction" one. The 



 
 
 

 

current approach, which is an aggregate of the two metrics, appears most 

beneficial and transparent for students. 

 

3. In addition to the above, there is sufficient evidence about the inherent biases in 

teaching evaluations (as the NSS essentially is) to warrant caution, at least in 

creating appropriate benchmarks for the student experience aspect. Such biases 

extend to both lecturer characteristics and course characteristics1, such that 

universities with more E-STEM courses and those with more female and ethnic 

minority lecturers risk potentially being evaluated more poorly despite little 

difference in quality. The former may be particularly problematic for students 

and society where poorly rated subject areas – engineering, economics, law – are 

also among the most high-demand occupations and offer good prospects in 

terms of future careers.  

 

4. We would encourage careful consideration of using earnings data as a metric of 

education quality for several reasons. While the current metrics (GOS scores) 

have their own limitations, particularly their low response rates for overseas 

students, the current proposal for using earnings data does not adequately 

address this issue and creates other problems.  

 

5. First, given the lag between education and earnings, any measure of income 

cannot capture contemporaneous quality of education. At the same time, using 

data for just 18 months after graduation can be problematic, especially given 

how noisy early career earnings data can be. Extending the period under 

consideration can help with this, though it further exacerbates the 

contemporaneity problem.  

 

6. Secondly, earnings vary by gender, geography, socioeconomic status and 

ethnicity, independently of subject or quality of degree2. Tying quality measures 

to earnings might set up unfortunate incentives for institutions to recruit certain 

kinds of students more than others. This would be particularly concerning where 
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institutions could observe characteristics that might affect an individual’s future 

earnings potential, regardless of their degree, but which were not observed by 

the regulator. In any case, geography and local labour markets are outside the 

universities’ control, and therefore, grading universities on this basis risks 

exacerbating regional disparities in education provision.  

 

7. Finally, earnings do not capture the full value of many degrees such as teaching, 

nursing and the creative arts to society. There may be some concern that using 

such a metric would deter universities from investing in such degrees, although 

this would be partly alleviated by using an appropriate earnings benchmark 

which was specific to each subject of study. RES members would welcome the 

opportunity to contribute to modelling such benchmarks and evaluating its 

efficacy, alongside other experts. 

 

8. The OfS proposes to use the Longitudinal Education Outcomes (LEO) dataset as 

its preferred outcomes metric. The version of these data typically available to 

external researchers only includes the labour market outcomes of individuals 

who went to school in England. For some institutions, this will represent a 

minority of the students they serve. It is also likely to represent only a subset of 

those working in the UK following graduation – which could potentially include 

UK-domiciled students who went to school in Scotland, Wales or Northern 

Ireland, as well as international students who remain in the UK. 

 

9. The Department for Education has access to labour market data for a wider set 

of individuals – potentially including at least some of the above-mentioned 

individuals – but it is not clear whether this is the data that would be shared with 

the Office for Students for the purposes of creating these benchmarks. Further 

both the narrow and expanded version of LEO have (different) problems. Using 

the narrow sample and focusing only on students who went to school in England 

would provide the richest information about pre-university characteristics and 

hence a better assessment of value added for these students. For example, 

models could include the measure of attainment that the IFS recommends using 

to create the benchmark, and which our own previous research (e.g. Chowdry et 

al., 2013; Crawford et al., 2016) highlights as being most critical in terms of 

accounting for differences in HE access across groups. This is likely to increase 

the accuracy of the benchmark and hence the robustness of the metric. But this 

would come at the expense of focusing on a smaller subset of students. To the 

extent that the benefits of going to university differ for those who have been to 

school in England relative to other UK-domiciled and/or international students, 

this may provide only a partial picture of a university’s success. It is also worth 



 
 
 

 

considering whether this introduces any additional (dis)incentives for institutions 

to serve English-domiciled students relative to these other groups.  

 

10. Relatedly, contextual factors are essential when considering graduate outcomes 

but we recommend against controlling for the region of employment, as this 

penalises universities that successfully help graduates move to high-productivity 

areas (like London). Instead, we recommend controlling for the institution's local 

labour market or the student's home region. This approach protects providers in 

deprived areas (whose local graduates may stay local) while still rewarding those 

who facilitate geographic mobility to high-paying jobs. We also note the strong 

relationship between university selectivity and early career earnings that will 

likely arise from the OfS’s proposed method. The 2025 IFS report linked overleaf 

suggests a potential adjustment for selectivity that would reduce this problem 

and should be considered. 

 

11. Much of this might be overcome with more careful modelling, so at the very 

least, we call on the OfS to engage with experts, including the members and 

Fellows of the RES, many of whom have been involved in developing and using 

the datasets in question, to fully understand how such metrics can be used in an 

appropriate and fair way. A recent IFS paper3 lays out some specifics of an 

earnings metric that can be constructed to supplement the existing continuation, 

completion and progression metrics, rather than substituting these, so as to 

address many of the issues raised above. 

 

 

Notes to editors  

 

• The Royal Economic Society is a learned society that promotes the study and 

understanding of economics.  

• Media enquiries: media@res.org.uk  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Royal Economic Society, 2 Dean Trench Street, Westminster, London, SW1P 3HE 

Telephone: 0203 137 6301 Email: resoffice@res.org.uk 

The Royal Economic Society is a registered charity no. 231508. VAT registration: 214168584 

 

 
3 J, Britton and K, Ogden and B, Waltmann. (2025). Using graduate earnings data in the regulation of higher education 

providers. London: Institute for Fiscal Studies. Available at: https://ifs.org.uk/publications/using-graduate-earnings-data-

regulation-higher-education-providers (accessed: 1 December 2025). 

https://ifs.org.uk/publications/using-graduate-earnings-data-regulation-higher-education-providers
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/using-graduate-earnings-data-regulation-higher-education-providers

