
A fresh look at the  
student experience.
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Uliving is a company that has been 
founded with a simple mission: 
to be the creator of the most in 
demand student accommodation by 
providing the most relevant facilities 
at the most appropriate price.
 
We’re ideally suited for delivering 
this ambition, and our foundations 
are strong, having been born of 
two companies with a track record 
of successfully delivering the key 
aspects of our mission.
 
With successful ventures at the 
Universities of Essex, Hertfordshire 
and Gloucestershire—and more 
on the way—Uliving is a growing 
business, but one with a continued 
focus on the student experience.
 
From sector-spanning research 
through to innovative financing, 
we aren’t afraid to look at different 
ways of doing things when it comes 
to delivering for our clients.

Class of 2015
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However, when it comes to what students 
really want to get out of their university 
experience, beyond education, not many 
of us can say we accurately represent the 
views of those either currently enrolled,  
or preparing to attend one of the UK’s 
higher education establishments. The 
cultural fabric, the legal landscape, and 
even the financial climate of the UK has 
changed beyond recognition since many 
readers studied for their degrees—and 
will continue to change with each  
new generation.

It made sense then that we should seek 
to find out what really matters to what 
has become an increasingly demanding 
audience. An education has never been 
more expensive, more competitive, or even 
more scrutinised than it is today. It is why 
higher education institutions who offer 
more added value, beyond the standards of 
education they bestow on this new breed 
of customers, stand a better chance of 
attracting a higher number of candidates 
than their competitors.

‘Extra Curricular’ is a research report that 
looks into what students really want to get 
from their experience in higher education, 
and the importance they place on certain 
criteria before and during their time at 
university. This research is designed to 
do something to move the collective 
preconception of student life away from 
the clichéd backdrop of bad nutrition and 
trips to the pub, so our findings have been 
specifically focused into seven key themes: 

• Socialising and friendship
• Technology and connectivity
• Safety and security
• Health and wellbeing
• Solitude and space
• Future and development
• Money and responsibility

Most people have a sense of what modern students in the UK  
are like. After all, many of us have been privileged enough to  
have the benefit of higher education at some stage in our lives.
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We also wanted to get to grips with the 
perspective of international and domestic 
students in order to understand this 
audience. Do they expect isolation, 
have shared expectations, or hope for 
better integration?

To understand these audiences, we 
undertook a blend of quantitative 
and qualitative research methods, in 
conjunction with our research partners 
Morar Consulting. We polled over 1,700 
students across the UK at the start 
of June 2015.

Using Morar’s online system, we were 
able to compare and contrast the opinions 
of several groups: sixth formers actively 
looking into their choice of university, first 
year students coming to the end of their 
first year of life in student accommodation, 
international students at the same stage 
and post graduate students (see fig 1).

Qualitatively, we ran focus groups with our 
partners at the University of Essex, getting 
deeper insight into their expectations, 
experiences and ideas on the subject 
of student life. 

Our focus was to gauge the opinions of current students,  
who have already spent at least one year in student 
accommodation. However, we also wanted to understand  
the preconceptions of young people about to enter into 
higher education to see whether the reality of accommodation 
measured up to expectations.

Fig 1.

Student category Group size    

Male undergraduates 10

Female undergraduates 10

Internationals 10

Postgraduates 10

Fig 2.

Student category Sample size  

Pre-university (6th formers) 500

Undergraduates (1st years) 500

Internationals 300

Postgraduates 400

90% of respondents were aged 25 and 
under. This is a generation that has grown 
up with the internet, and unprecedented 
access to information; they expect 
technology as standard.
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1.  Sociability, sociability,
sociability

2.  Don’t see a product,
see a service

3.  Experience is
the new luxury

Our results found several big themes consistently 
reoccurring throughout the study.

4.  Accessibility

The student experience, particularly
in terms of student accommodation,
needs to deliver better opportunities
to socialise. Prospective students
see university as a place to discover
a groundswell of social activity. The
reality suggests that opportunities
for socialising are increasingly limited
to isolated areas. Increased use of
social media and obstructive building
design meant students had fewer
real interactions.

It’s easy for universities and developers
to see student accommodation as the
provision of a commodity or product
—a place on offer for students to
choose from. However, the key value
that students may find appealing is
when accommodation is viewed as a
service, akin to the philosophy of the
hospitality industry.

We consistently found that demand for
bigger, more impressive rooms was less
evident, replaced by the need for fun,
interesting experiences.

Across the board, we found that
universities and developers need
to ensure that accommodation is
accessible to students from all walks
of life. It should serve to unite groups
of people and encourage a shared
experience, rather than dividing
them as ‘segments’ to be served.
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When it comes to factors that contribute towards a final 
choice of university, there are several things to consider 
from each group’s perspective.

Prospective students see a balance of 
development, social life and security as 
the three main priorities that the non-
academic university experience should 
deliver (development and future 54%, 
socialising and friendship 50% and safety 
and security 45%).

This is quite different to the perceived 
consideration of their parents, who 
prospective students believe will have 
an overwhelming focus on safety, 
with additional emphasis on health 
and wellbeing (safety and security 
81%, health and wellbeing 67% and 
development and future 61%).

When asked how their universities 
performed at delivering these 
considerations, current students claimed 
that improvements could be made across 
the board. However, it was clear that 
the drivers of choice (development and 
future, socialising and friendship, safety 
and security, health and wellbeing) 
offered real scope to increase levels of 
satisfaction amongst students. Even small 
improvements in these areas could make 
a big difference when attracting 
prospective students.

Percentage of students happy with…                   

Domestic undergraduates

Safety and 
security

Socialising 
and friendship

Development 
and future

Health and 
wellbeing

Safety and 
security

Socialising 
and friendship

Development 
and future

Health and 
wellbeing

Safety and 
security

Socialising 
and friendship

Development 
and future

Health and 
wellbeing

45%

44%

37%

International undergraduates

31%

41%

35%

36%

32%

Postgraduates

40%

39%

39%

33%

Fig 1.
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When talking to prospective students 
about their social expectations, they 
believed that the top three places they 
expected to socialise would be outside 
their halls of residence (common room 
52%, student union 52% and university 
bar 46%). Prospective students were 
under the impression that the university’s 
common areas would be the focal point 
of their social lives (see fig 1 overleaf).

However, when asked about where the 
majority of their socialising took place, 
current students gave a markedly 
different answer. Rather than socialising 
in shared university spaces, students 
looked to the halls of residence to provide 
solutions, specifically their own bedrooms 
(48%) and their shared kitchens (41%).
There was a perceived lack of places 
to use outside these areas, and many 
interviewees highlighted a strong desire 
for more communal spaces. 

Unsurprisingly, the rich and fulfilling social opportunities  
afforded to students are seen as a hugely important factor  
when considering which university to attend. Separate to 
any academic aspect of the higher education experience,  
this is where students see a vital, but less tangible return 
on their investment.

“ The biggest disappointment 
is the kitchen. There’s room 
to cook but very little room 
to eat, so no one stays for 
long and this is our only  
social area.”

 Female undergraduate
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We can see that a concerted effort to 
provide kitchens and common areas that are 
fit for purpose will be in the best interest of 
universities and developers.

Simply think about the social dynamics of a 
night in at home: conversations beginning in 
the kitchen; an area where everyone can eat at 
once; a wind-down in the living room. This goes 
a long way to informing useful design principles; 

‘zoning’ areas would allow groups to interact 
more effectively, rather than get in each 
other’s way.

When asked why this was, our focus groups 
confirmed that they had built strong bonds 
with the people they lived with day to day, 
from their apartment or corridor. Rather 
than looking to nurture relationships 
beyond that group (something they 
regarded as a disappointment).

Therefore, it was no surprise to see that 
when it came to improving social facilities 
within their halls of residence, students 
chose to focus on things like larger 
common rooms (36%), and larger kitchens 
(39%), proving that these shared facilities 
need to be fit for a more social purpose 
(see fig 2).

We also found that the design of furniture 
within shared social spaces could have a 
big affect on their usage. When it came to 
equipping spaces with fixtures and fittings, 
(in an attempt to make them long-lasting) 
providers have ended up making common 
spaces feel cold and industrial—anything 
other than ‘homely’. This puts students 
off actually using them.

Top three improvements of social                      
facilities by current students.

39%

36%

35%

The top three social places where 
current students socialise.

48%

41%

39%

The top three social places prospective       
students expected to socialise.

52%

52%

46%

Fig 1.

Fig 2.

“ The furniture at our place 
feels like it’s never been sat 
in. It’s not exactly inviting.”

 Female undergraduate

Conclusion

Accommodation 
common room

University 
bar

Student 
union

My room 

Kitchen 

University 
bar

Accommodation 
common room

Kitchen 

Accommodation 
fresher activities
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Although many accommodation providers would argue that  
the latest technology is vital to attracting students, our 
findings suggest that providing the infrastructure, so this 
technology works seamlessly, is far more valuable.

We found that there’s an almost universal 
ownership of laptops and smartphones 
amongst prospective and current students. 
Meaning that providers that can deliver 
the connectivity students need to make 
their devices work to their fullest potential 
will reap the benefits in satisfaction 
and reputation. 

The students we asked suggested 
improvements that could be made 
with ‘better Wi-Fi’ being a top priority 
and preferred over in-built devices 
such as smart TVs (see fig 1 overleaf).

“ Wi-Fi is hugely inconsistent. 
This is a big problem. It’s 
absolutely essential to the way 
I work, and the way I spend 
my downtime. Everyone goes 
online at roughly the same  
time, so it seems slow.”

 Male undergraduate
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When asked about why Wi-Fi was seen  
as such an area of focus, current students 
painted a detailed picture of the role 
of technology in modern student life. 
Connected devices are used for learning 
by day, but become the main source 
of entertainment by night, streaming 
everything from movies and live TV to 
music and gaming. And although free 
Wi-Fi is appreciated, the evening ‘choke’ 
of everyone trying to use it at the same 
time was deemed one of the biggest 
frustrations of the student experience.

We also found that technology, although 
essential, is surprisingly seen by some as 
a cause for regret, serving to further the 
solitary nature of many who live in halls.

“ Walk down the corridor and it 
can be deathly quiet as people 
put on their headphones and 
watch TV on their computers. 
I’d love for there to be a place 
where we could watch  
movies together.”

 Female undergraduate

The top three ways chosen to improve        
technology and connectivity within halls  
of residence.

64%

33%

27%

Fig 1.

81%

60%

29%

Current students Prospective students

It’s clear that there’s a balance to be struck, 
enabling students to use their devices in a 
way that helps them make the most of their 
individual time, while enabling a greater level of 
group sociability. Games tables, cinema rooms, 
or even projection equipment to share their 
work by day, and entertainment by night could 
go a long way to reducing the amount of time 
students spend on their own.

Conclusion

Better Wi-Fi 

Wi-Fi enabled 
study areas

Smart TV in 
room

Better Wi-Fi 
 

Wi-Fi enabled 
study areas

Smart TV in 
room
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81%
of prospective students 
said that safety and 
security was important 
to their parents when 
looking for a university.

However, when it comes to improving 
safety and security within universities 
and halls, many feel that it has in some 
instances strayed into ‘surveillance’.

The desire to feel safe and secure at 
university is perceived as a priority 
for parents, but also for nearly half 
of prospective students.

It was therefore no surprise to see that 
physical security improvements were 
suggested by students (see fig 1 overleaf).

While it’s easy to think of students as having a 
devil-may-care attitude to safety, our findings 
have shown this to be a misconception across 
each and every audience. 
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“ We all know our security 
guards by name and there’s 
been a lot of effort to make 
sure we get to know all of the 
students in the hall rather 
than just the ones in our 
corridor. The more people 
you know the safer you feel.”

 Female undergraduate

When we dug a little deeper it wasn’t just 
physical security that made students feel 
safe. Some we spoke to emphasised a 
need for personal connection with the 
security staff. It was felt that visibility of 
staff, and a better sense of community 
could help to make students feel closer 
to their neighbours.

The top three desired improvements             
in safety and security.

58%

46%

48%

Current students

45%

41%

29%

Fig 1.

Prospective students

The challenge for all providers is one that is 
familiar to many; the balancing act of warmth 
with authority and vigilance. Ensuring that 
students feel protected, is a key challenge for 
the next great student accommodation provider. 
The integration of the students themselves, 
and the staff responsible for security and good 
neighbourhoods, can create a community of 
people that care and watch out for each other.

Conclusion

CCTV 

24 hour 
security

Better room 
locks

CCTV 

24 hour 
security

Better room 
locks
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60%
of students said they like 
to cook from scratch at  
east once a week.

Fortunately, the modern generation has 
a very different story, one that’s been 
influenced by the Jamie Olivers of this 
world. With the majority of students 
prepared to cook from scratch and  
eager to do some form of regular exercise, 
the ability to offer a heightened health 
and wellbeing experience, particularly 
around their accommodation, presents 
a great opportunity to enhance the 
student experience.

The majority of students we surveyed 
said that the biggest problem with eating 
at university was the facilities. Kitchens 
should no longer be thought of as the 
place where ready-made meals are 
hurriedly produced, it’s where meals 
can be prepared from scratch.

Pints and pot noodles: ask many former students 
what their recollection of mealtimes was like, 
and they’ll tell you it was one of poor nutrition.

deemed their halls’ 
cooking facilities 
adequate.

32%



When asked about healthy living face-to-
face, the biggest issue was referred to 
as ‘bottlenecking’. The groups we spoke 
to all agreed that more space, or simply a 
better organised space would be beneficial, 
whether it was gyms or kitchens. Some said 
it might even improve social relationships 
between flatmates, as there would be less 
tension over mess and ownership. 
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While use of space will differ by location, putting 
extra thought into the needs of those wanting 
to cook healthier food from scratch, or those 
wanting to keep in shape with facilities closer 
to home, would help Universities to really stand 
out from the crowd. 

Postgraduates were the most food 
conscious, willing to pay more for quality, 
while international students felt the most 
constrained by the cooking facilities to 
which they had access. International 
students noted that the lack of equipment 
readily available was a problem. Bringing 
pots, pans and other equipment with 
them overseas is not possible, so they 
felt let down by the basic provisions at 
their residences. 

The top three suggestions for improving 
health and wellbeing were a gym, a healthy 
snack bar and a better equipped kitchen, 
(see fig 1). When asked why this was, we 
found that access to exercise facilities is  
of the utmost importance. For international 
students having a hub to go to is fantastic 
as they don’t feel as confident heading out 
for a run. Proximity is also key as students 
feel discouraged by having a gym further 
away, and they don’t like using public 
transportation to get to facilities. 

“ When it gets dark outside and 
I don’t know my surroundings 
well, I really don’t want to  
have to go out and about  
to exercise.”

 Female undergraduate

The top three suggestions to improve 
the health & wellbeing experience in 
halls (from a choice of ten).

33%

25%

28%

Fig 1.

51%

32%

28%

Current students Prospective students

Conclusion

Gym 

Healthy snack 
security

Better equipped 
kitchen

Gym 

Healthy snack 
security

Better equipped 
kitchen
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We also found that there’s nothing better 
than a good night’s sleep, and even the 
students who are last to go to bed agree. 
Sleep is obviously important for students— 
comfier mattresses, good sound insulation, 
fresh air—important factors to most of 
us, but essential to students looking for 
that home—from—home feeling (see 
fig 1 overleaf).

The international students we talked to 
wanted to feel more engaged with the UK 
student scene and not separated from 
it. However, they also wanted more 
soundproofing, so there is evidently 
a challenge to getting the balance right 
between isolation and integration for  
these students.

It’s very evident from our study that, although no student wants 
to think of themselves as a party pooper, when they close the 
door to their room they want the ability to escape. 

“ If the option was there for a 
comfier mattress, I’d definitely 
consider paying a bit more.”

 Female undergraduate
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It’s no surprise to learn students clearly want to 
have a place of solitude that they can escape 
to, with less noise, more comfortable beds and 
extra storage space if they need it. It would 
seem finding a happy medium between ‘en suite’ 
bathroom facilities and physical space could 
be key to success in this area.

The concept of bedroom ‘add-ons’ was 
one raised during focus groups. It was 
frequently mentioned by students that 
their beds were uncomfortable; the 
same mattress was used across all levels 
of accommodation, and the option 
to upgrade or change it was never 
a consideration, but something they  
would nonetheless be interested in.

Although room space was seen as a  
priority for some students via our survey 
(on average 38% of students requested 
larger rooms as a suggested improvement), 
the story in person was surprisingly 
different. There was a consensus among 
respondents that it would be preferable to 
share bathrooms in return for extra living 
space, especially amongst international 
students, who travel with a year’s worth  
of belongings in tow. Clearly there is a 
need to have a careful balance of options. 

“ I don’t need much room.  
It would be great to get 
shelving and storage to help 
organise my stuff, but a bigger 
room isn’t necessary and 
wouldn’t be something I’d want 
to pay for. But if there’s one 
place that could be bigger 
it’s the bathroom.”

 International student

The top 3 important factors when it 
comes to university living experience.

19%

16%

14%

Current students

Fig 1.

Prospective students

Conclusion

24%

13%

12%

Noise levels 

Bathroom 
facilities

Individual 
study space

Noise levels 

Bathroom 
facilities

Individual 
study space
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Before starting university there is a lot 
of enthusiasm for getting involved in all 
aspects of student life. However, the 
reality of moving into a new place, of 
starting your courses and making new 
friends can however be more draining 
than expected. Students don’t end up 
being as involved as they’d envisioned 
(see fig 1 overleaf).

Respondents stated that their intentions 
got waylaid by coursework, settling in and 
peer influence. All these factors have an 
affect on their involvement with clubs and 
work experiences. Those who did join clubs 
said they intended to keep going and were 
generally satisfied with their experience. 

As we’d expect, planning for the future was the number one 
reason students chose to come to university. But for prospective 
students and year one undergraduates, there’s very little interest 
in talk of career development so early in their university life.

“ A lot of the lads haven’t  
got a clue how to look 
after themselves. Some of 
them would happily pay for 
cleaning and for someone 
to do their laundry.”

 Male undergraduate
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Something the majority of students were 
crying out for was the opportunity to 
develop basic living skills. This gives us an 
insight into why students struggled to adapt 
and do as much as they initially wanted to. 
For many, the first year of university is the 
first time students have had to look after 
themselves and their accommodation. 

If universities can help to provide guidance 
during this transitory period, they will be 
aiding an important part of development 
that students currently feel is overlooked. 
Students said the amount they needed to 
learn felt overwhelming, so the best way 
for universities to approach this would be 
to make the process as simple as possible. 
Setting out what they need to know in an 
informative but also informal way.

Students who take on internships/                
work experience.

Fig 2.

Prospective vs.  actual involvement in           
development activities.

64%

55%

46%

Current students

44%

40%

37%

Fig 1.

Prospective students

39%

50%

36%

The opportunity to gain real-life work skills is seen 
as highly valuable. Some accommodation providers 
have started offering placements to students to give 
them essential work skills (something which many of 
the students we spoke to had noted). However, the 
international undergraduates we surveyed were 
seen as the most likely to take on extra activities 
to improve their employment prospects.

Conclusion

Joining a club 
or society

Internship/work 
experience

Voluntary 
work

Joining a club 
or society

Internship/work 
experience

Voluntary 
work

Domestic 
undergraduates

International 
undergraduates

Postgraduates
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Since tuition fee rises were introduced, 
along with the changing of grant systems, 
the way students now fund their studies 
is dramatically different to how it was even 
five years ago (see fig 1 overleaf).

According to our study, international 
students tend to be funded by their 
parents, who therefore play a greater role 
in the choice of their child’s university 
than domestic students.

For many at university the cost of living has risen steeply 
in recent years, especially with the added burden of 
tuition fees. This means students are looking for value 
for money wherever possible.

“Cost is a huge issue, people 
think postgrads are better 
off but we’re actually poorer 
than the undergrads.”

Male postgraduate
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Postgraduates had to rely on their own 
funds to pay for their education. In focus 
groups, this extra reliance on their own 
money meant they were the ones opting 
for some of the cheapest accommodation 
types available even if that meant going 
into the first year party halls. 

This could be disruptive to their studies as 
they often found themselves living amongst 
a lot of younger students whose primary 
focus was the social aspect of university. 

Interestingly we found that students with 
money didn’t want to show it. It seems 
that more affluent students don’t feel 
comfortable about flaunting their wealth, 
and the lack of perceived medium-priced 
accommodation was an issue among those 
interviewed; they felt that the options they 
had were too polarised. 

Pitching mid-priced propositions, then allowing 
those with extra funds to buy discreet add-ons, 
supports the desire to fit in whilst allowing those 
with extra funds to buy in the luxuries they’re 
more accustomed to at home.

Male undergraduate

“ Everyone here’s trying to fit in. 
We all want a nice place to live 
but it’s more important to live 
somewhere that shows you fit 
in, than somewhere super nice 
that makes you sit outside  
the gang.”

Personal income

Main source of funding for tuition fees  
for students.

Internationals

Fig 1.

Undergraduates Postgraduates

Student loan

Grant/bursary

Personal savings

Parents

48%

17%

9%

20%

41%

13%

39% 29%

10%

23%

15%

23%

Conclusion
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Experience is everything. University accommodation providers 
can no longer just see themselves as suppliers of rooms to 
sleep in. Delivering a better experience across the whole 
spectrum of student life will greatly increase the chances 
of attracting candidates.

At Uliving, we’re taking these insights on 
board; providing accommodation with 
services, akin to the levels found in the 
hospitality industry. It’s something that we 
hope will provide real differentiation in the 
market, and of course, a better experience 
for every student we serve, beyond simply 
bigger rooms with more mod cons.

Traditionally providers may have offered 
bespoke room fittings and high-end 
electronics in an attempt to upsell services, 
but this research demonstrates that today’s 
student prefers financial anonymity. They 
are willing to pay more for certain things, 
but want subtlety and discretion when 
purchasing, as well as the option to add 
additional services to their basic room 
rental agreement. They don’t want to live 
in an ivory tower, separate from their 
fellow students. 

Importantly, experience is the new luxury, 
and the more we can facilitate this the 
better time students will have. Creating 
social spaces that are truly fit for purpose 
is of the utmost importance. 
 

When these rare spaces are available they 
often resemble commercial offices. They’re 
not desirable places to hang out, eat or 
study with your friends, and never will 
be. An emphasis on plastic and synthetic 
materials in buildings, although long-lasting 
and potentially cost efficient, can feel 
unwelcoming and overly corporate.  
 
There is definitely a space in the market to 
create something that feels distinctly more 
homely, potentially by using a more eclectic 
range of furnishings and styles, following 
in the footsteps of high-street leisure 
and retail operators and creating more 
welcoming spaces. 
 
The same can be said for seeing kitchens 
as spaces that are both functional and 
social, with room to cook properly, not just 
in a hurry, and meticulously designed, with 
zoned areas for entertaining and relaxing; 
the flow of an evening perfectly reflected 
in the flow of the room itself.
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It is imperative to move away from the 
clichés of social drinking and bad food. 
Our challenge is also to create something 
that’s truly stimulating for international 
students, a fair proportion of whom 
don’t partake in the drinking culture often 
enjoyed by their European counterparts. 
 
Careful consideration has to be made  
over how integration works here, but we 
believe that a more personal approach 
would unlock better experiences for  
our students. It’s also about looking at 
service design (interactions with staff, 
and people throughout the building) 
coupled effectively with better physical 
design, will support positive interactions 
between the students for a better, more 
memorable university experience.

Building on these discoveries,  
we believe that there is a fantastic 
opportunity to deliver a new 
student experience. One that 
delivers a perfect mix of home 
comforts with helpful guidance. 
Living spaces that carefully  
balance playfulness and peace. 
Over the next few years we hope  
to take these findings and apply  
them to create something truly  
fresh. Something that parents, 
universities and most importantly,  
students will really love.

Thank you



uliving.co.uk


