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FOREWORD

Richard Crouch

Research Solutions Director, 
LexisNexis UK

Times are hard for higher education – COVID-19, Brexit and changing 
expectations have turned the market upside down.  

The pandemic has caused massive disruption, stemming the flow of 
lucrative international students. Expensive investments in student 
experience have been wiped clean as institutions pivot to online 
teaching models. The growing appetite for ‘on the job’ apprenticeships 
has introduced renewed competitive threats to the industry.

Many institutions have made the best of it. They have done what they 
do best: research, reinvent and rebuild. UK higher education has brought 
innovation to the established ways of working and learning to deliver the 
best educational experience to students.

The shortfall in revenue is not so easy to fix. The financial blow has been 
significant, and losses from reduced student numbers will take a long 
time to recuperate. As we slowly return to some semblance of normality, 
universities need a robust growth strategy to help them rebound.

In their efforts to win the hearts – and wallets – of students, universities 
should look to one subject as their saviour: Law. That’s because Law 
degrees are consistently proven to produce better employability 
outcomes than many other degree subjects. In times of turbulence, 
long-term employment prospects matter most to students.

Comparatively cheap to deliver and well-suited to remote or blended 
learning environments, Law degrees promise significant return on 
investment for universities. 

But Law faculties can’t rely on the historic appeal of Law alone. Students 
must be demonstrably equipped with the relevant vocational and 
technical skills to thrive in a fast-paced, competitive environment. Smart 
universities should be prioritising investment in Law degrees – but it’s up 
to faculty leads to make the business case for more budget.

It’s proven that where employability outcomes are strong, student 
growth follows. Post-crisis, Law faculties can leverage their strong 
reputation for – and long track record of – employability to capitalise on 
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SECTION 1: Universities face an existential risk from loss of income

The UK’s universities are under significant financial pressure. For the last few years, the fiscal health of the sector has 
been relatively stable. Despite some uncertainty about student numbers post-Brexit, and variation between individual 
providers, the Office for Students deemed the financial sustainability of higher education ‘reasonable’ in 2019. Indeed, 
the sector closed the 2018/2019 year with a surplus of £1.4bn. 

Then the pandemic hit. 

Over the last year, universities are estimated to have lost anywhere between £3.1-£18.6 billion: up to half of their 
average annual income.

The biggest loss has been from international students – estimates suggest that this income stream was halved in 2020. 
With home student numbers having remained static over the last several years, growth has been driven almost 
entirely by international students. In 2018/19, international students accounted for 1 in 5 of all UK university students. 
Collectively worth around £7 billion, they made up 37% of universities' total fee income. 
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Source: Institute for Fiscal Studies, Will universities need a bailout to survive the COVID-19 crisis? [Fig 1.1]

International student fees make up a significant proportion of universities' projected 
losses due to COVID-19

Projected losses of the higher education sector by source (£ billion)
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Section 1: Universities face an existential risk from loss of income

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/financial-sustainability-of-higher-education-providers-in-england/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8954/
https://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/BN300-Will-universities-need-bailout-survive-COVID-19-crisis.pdf
https://ifs.org.uk/uploads/BN300-Will-universities-need-bailout-survive-COVID-19-crisis.pdf
https://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/publications/bns/BN283-Drop-in-international-students-would-imperil-university-finances.pdf


https://www.thecompleteuniversityguide.co.uk/sector/news/how-will-brexit-affect-universities-and-students#:~:text=Cheaper%20fees&text=In%20the%20UK%2C%20international%20students,per%20year%20for%20some%20courses.
https://www.thecompleteuniversityguide.co.uk/sector/news/how-will-brexit-affect-universities-and-students#:~:text=Cheaper%20fees&text=In%20the%20UK%2C%20international%20students,per%20year%20for%20some%20courses.
https://collegenews.org/remote-learning-not-worth-the-price-uk-university-students-want-tuition-fees-refund/
https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/14919
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SECTION 2: The supply and demand of UK Law courses

Law course providers and academics may not be used to viewing their Law course in terms of the economics of supply 
and demand. Yet – to prosper – the commercial benefits need to be understood and extolled. 

If course success is measured by successfully helping students to gain fruitful employment – there can be few 
subjects that rival Law. There is opportunity for Law course providers to capitalise on rising demand and support their 
universities in a time of crisis.

Source: UCAS, 2021 Cycle Applicant Figures [Fig 2.1] 
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https://www.ft.com/content/8f3ab80a-ec2b-427d-80ae-38ad27ad423d
https://www.newvic.ac.uk/careers-blog/2020/4/21/top-10-most-popular-degrees-in-the-uk
https://www.ucas.com/data-and-analysis/undergraduate-statistics-and-reports/ucas-undergraduate-releases/applicant-releases-2021/2021-cycle-applicant-figures-january-deadline


https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/26263/1/UniversitiesPostRecession.pdf
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Source: HESA [Fig 2.3]
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Source: UCAS, 2021 Cycle Applicant Figures [Fig 2.4]
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Employability is becoming ever more important to students

Law degrees consistently deliver strong employment outcomes. A 2015 report 
by Universities UK asked Law undergraduates to self-assess their own skills. 
They ranked themselves highly for communication, critical analysis, ability 
to apply knowledge, logical thinking and problem-solving. Even taken with a 
healthy dose of salt laden modesty – that’s promising news for Law degrees.

Afterall, it’s no longer enough to sell to students on prestige. If they’re 
spending £9k on tuition – and partially remote tuition at that – they expect 
tangible job prospects. With employment markets increasingly volatile – who’d 
blame them? 

The UK’s unemployment rate currently stands at 5%, and could rise as high 
as 7% by the end of the year, once furlough schemes end. Almost half of 
job losses so far have been among the under 25s – i.e. recent graduates. 
Unemployment among young people aged 16-24 is much higher than average, 
at 15%. It’s no wonder, then, that the National Union of Students found that 
81% of students are concerned about their job prospects and 71% about 
their employability.

While applications to UK universities from abroad have 
dropped during the pandemic, applications to study Law 

https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Documents/2015/supply-and-demand-for-higher-level-skills.pdf

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-52660591
https://www.fenews.co.uk/featured-article/60952-education-and-employability-what-s-new-in-2021
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-52373828
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Employability will likely outweigh all other factors of success for students.  

This is recognised by academics as well. According to senior university leaders, employability “is moving from the 
marginal into a defining role” when proving the ROI of degrees. 

The emphasis on employability has been growing for some years. The three leading domestic rankings providers 
(The Times, The Guardian and Complete Uni Guide) all use employment outcomes as one of their key criteria when 
compiling their rankings.

Source: Source: Legal Cheek poll [Fig 2.5]
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careers and employability service

Partnerships with vocational course providers to offer 
seamless transition to SQE at discounted rate

SQE prep modules

Enhanced legal tech and research tools

Mental health support

International Law modules

More support for employability would add the greatest value to a UK Law degree

At a recent Legal Cheek event, attendees were asked: What added extra to an LLB is most valuable to students?

https://thepienews.com/news/uk-sector-must-shape-up-on-employability-outcomes/
https://thepienews.com/news/uk-sector-must-shape-up-on-employability-outcomes/
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Source: Total job adverts by Adzuna Category, deduplicated, UK, Index February 2020 average = 100 [Fig 2.6] 
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https://www.lawyer-monthly.com/2019/01/is-law-still-one-of-the-top-employable-degrees/#:~:text=Graduates%20with%20this%20degree%20can%20enjoy%20an%20employability%20rate%20of%2079%25.&text=75%25%20of%20graduates%20with%20this,within%20six%20months%20of%20graduation.&text=Students%20with%20law%20degrees%20are,within%20six%20months%20of%20graduation.
https://www.legalcheek.com/2020/07/research-how-employable-are-law-graduates/
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Law degrees deliver exceptional outcomes at low cost to universities

Clearly, Law degrees can deliver the employability that both students and the wider market want. That makes them a 
safe bet for further investment from universities. Not only do Law degrees deliver employable skills, but critically, they 
do so at low cost.

Because Law degrees are relatively cheap to deliver – and substantially cheaper than other vocational subjects – they 
produce not only employable graduates, but impressive profit margins for universities. While a medicine degree costs 

https://www.lawgazette.co.uk/features/remote-possibilities/5107760.article
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SECTION 3: Making the case for more investment in Law courses

How Law faculties can make the case for more budget

It’s in the interests of Law faculties – and universities more generally – to capitalise on the rising demand for Law courses. 
The gap between annual applications to Law degrees and the number of places awarded is significant. Even with rigorous 
entry criteria, there is still substantial room for growth. Law faculties could be making more of the sustained demand for 
their subject.

Source: UCAS [Fig 2.8] 

A focus on employability is the best way to win more of the student population. For Law faculties, the challenge of 
doing so is twofold. Externally, they’re competing with other universities for share of student population. Internally, they 
are competing with other faculties and subjects for university funding.  

Against other faculties, the case is clear. Few subjects offer the same combination of low cost to deliver and high 
employment outcomes as Law. Educating doctors and dentists is prestigious and vital. But it is expensive. It requires 
bespoke equipment and learning models that can’t be easily translated to online environments. 

Subjects like Maths and Economics are both cheap to deliver and create highly employable graduates. Unlike Law, they 
are less vocational. That means it can be difficult for Maths and Economics faculties to signpost careers or help students 
to develop the skills they will need to improve their employability.

For Law, it’s more clear-cut. Equipping students for success is simply a case of investment in technology. The skill sets 
needed for life in practice are well-established and have changed little over the years. We will take a punt and assume 
that the secrets of client billing will continue to be passed down from partner to associate.

Applications, offers and acceptances to UK Law degrees through UCAS, 2007 to 2020 (000's) 

The gap between applications to Law courses, offers made and acceptances is significant

2007      2008      2009       2010       2011       2012       2013       2014       2015       2016       2017       2018       2019       2020
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Section 3: 
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However, one thing that has drastically changed over time are the tools that lawyers need to perform. It’s here that Law 
faculties must invest to ensure alumni have the best chance of success.

This puts Law faculties in a strong position to request more budget from their universities in the years ahead. 

/research-and-reports/gross-legal-product-index-q1-2021.html
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How Law faculties can improve employability and drive growth

There is a magic bean that will help attract the lion’s share of both student applications and university funding. 
Employability skills. There are three key ways to do this and drive better outcomes.

1  Jerome Chan, “Transformation of Legal Education in the 21st Century - a Comparison of Third Year Law Students in Dealing with Blended Learning”, University of Greenwich

• Make blended learning part of your growth strategy

• Pre-pandemic, Law students were more satisfied with blended courses

• Maximise the investments you’ve made during the pandemic

The forced switch to blended learning hasn’t come cheap. Speaking in June 2020, Julia Buckingham, 
the President of Vice Chancellors’ Body, said her affiliates had been forced to reach into savings to fund 
urgent investments. But now that the initial investments have been made, universities can make blended 
courses part of a growth strategy. 

While blended courses don’t eliminate costs, they can help reduce them. According to HESA, universities 
can save between 25 and 30 contact hours per year without affecting the quality of the course 
delivered. In fact, a pre-pandemic study found student satisfaction with blended courses in Law to be 
higher than average1. Offering more blended courses could also help close the gap between Law 
applications and offers, so faculties can better 
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• The right investments bridge the gap between legal theory and practical application

• Law firms expect graduates to already have strong legal tech skills

• Familiarity with practical legal tools gives students an edge during interviews

3 INVESTMENT IN TECHNOLOGY

Investing in the right technical tools and solutions is critical. It helps students to boost their employability 
and bridge the gap between knowledge of legal theory and its application in practice. 

Equally, the rising expectation from law firm employers is that graduates are ready to hit the ground 
running, with strong commercial awareness, legal research and technological skills. As such, access to the 
legal tools used in practice can become a differentiator at the application stage.

Lucy Blackburn, senior lecturer at University of Central Lancashire (UCLAN) Law School, has talked 
about the advice she gives her students: “The interview advice I give to my students is to mention 
using LexisPSL. This demonstrates they have the ability to use a leading guidance platform and can 
comfortably navigate it to obtain the information they need.”

A recent LexisNexis Law student survey found the same results – 70% of respondents said that they 
thought access to legal practice guidance tools at university would make them more employable.

/our-clients/uclan.html
/our-clients/uclan.html
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Law faculties need to step up to save universities 

Higher education is in a state of flux. The way universities operate has changed and, in some cases, won’t change back. 
Even once financial stability returns, the likelihood is that blended learning and emphasis on student-centric outcomes 
will remain a focus for universities looking to stay ahead. 

Law degrees don’t just offer a short-term salve, but a long-term solution to the current challenges facing UK 
universities. On the supply side, they are easy to flex to blended models, cheap to deliver and promise strong 
profit margins. On the demand side, good employment outcomes and a resilient legal industry make Law degrees a 
consistently attractive option for undergraduates.

Universities are in a tight spot financially, and need to think strategically about where best to invest their now-limited 
budgets. Law faculty leads should be the loudest voice at the table as those conversations take place. By making a 
strong business case for more investment, they can not only grow their own departments and improve outcomes for 
students – but be the saviour of struggling universities. 

CONCLUSION

Conclusion

https://www.britishcouncil.org/voices-magazine/future-higher-education
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Growing demand for Law courses Shrinking overall budget

Librarians

Course Leaders

Faculty

Faculty

	Ź Do you prepare your students with theoretical legal knowledge and the skills to put it into practice?

	Ź What sources of data and measurement would you need to make a business case for more investment 
in your course?

	Ź What tools should you invest in to improve the outcomes for students taking your course? 

Law course providers

Ź How much have you spent on developing blended learning programmes?  Can you prove that this 
spend will see a fast return on investment?

Ź Does your university recognise the financial value that an expanded Law programme can offer? 
Can you build an ambitious 5-year business plan?

Ź Are your students confident at using the latest legal tech, and do they know how to mention this 
at interviews?

Librarians

	Ź How can you demonstrate that investing in Law courses is not a cost line but a revenue generator?

	Ź Have you measured which tools you could invest in to have the greatest impact on employment 
outcomes for your students?

Fewer international students

Student demand for employability 
during an economic crises

Justifying fees in a remote 
learning environment

STEM in vogue vs humanities

Universities shutting down 
unpopular courses

Library budgets selected 
for 'painless' cuts

Law course stakeholders need to plan the way ahead

Course leaders, faculty members and Law librarians face complex dynamics within universities across a variety of 
external and internal market forces.

Key questions you can ask yourself

To help you build your business case, here are some questions to consider:

EXTERNAL MARKET FORCES 
The fight for student places

INTERNAL 'MARKET' FORCES 
The fight for your share of university budgets
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sarah.hallowell@lexisnexis.co.uk
richard.crouch@lexisnexis.co.uk

Continue the conversation, contact:

For more information, please contact the report’s author.

https://www.linkedin.com/company/lexisnexis-uk/
mailto:sarah.hallowell%40lexisnexis.co.uk?subject=
mailto:richard.crouch%40lexisnexis.co.uk?subject=
https://twitter.com/lexisnexisuk
https://www.linkedin.com/company/lexisnexis-uk/
https://twitter.com/lexisnexisuk
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LexisNexis is a leading global provider of legal, regulatory and 
business information and analytics. For 200 years we have put 
customer experience at the heart of what we do, advancing what’s 
possible for our clients.

Our teams combine unparalleled legal and business information 
with analytics and technology to help our clients achieve more 
and go further. We are delivering powerful new decision tools 
by applying machine learning, natural language processing, 
visualisation, and artificial intelligence to our global legal database.

We collaborate with universities and academic organisations 
of every size to ensure Law students succeed with our legal 
research and guidance tools, as well as helping Law teachers 
to progress their research, prepare for lessons and find useful 
teaching materials.

Provide your Law school with the tools and information they need. 
Take a 1-week trial or contact us for a tailored Academic package.

Visit https://www.lexisnexis.co.uk/academic-law
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