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 Introduction 

The AARC Consortium, including AARC, LE Europe and Indecon, were commissioned by the 
European Commission’s Directorate-General for Structural Reform Support to provide an 
analysis of the sustainability of higher and further education in Ireland. One of the key 
outcomes to be achieved by this study is to develop an analytical model assessing the 
costs (to students/graduates, the state, higher education institutions (HEIs), and employers) 
and macroeconomic impacts of the different higher education (HE) funding policy 
options proposed for Ireland by the Expert Group on Future Funding for Higher Education1 
(also referred to as the Cassells Review). 

This report is structured as follows: 

 In Section 2, we provide an overview of the purpose of the model developed for 
Ireland, including the range of building blocks needed to match the analytical 
requirements of the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science, the features of the current higher education funding system 
in Ireland, as well as the scope of the three alternative funding systems proposed by 
the Cassells Review. 

 As part of Deliverable 3.1 submitted as part of this study, we undertook an economic 
review of higher education fees and funding options in other EU Member States of 
relevance to the Irish context (both in terms of the setup of the current Irish funding 
system, as well as the Cassells proposals). In Section 3, we undertake a review of 
any existing similar economic models assessing the costs of higher education 
funding systems in these countries of interest. Specifically, we compare 
information on these existing models with the building blocks required for the Irish 
model outlined in Section 2, to analyse the relevance, applicability and analytical 
gaps in the identified international models of HE funding in the Irish context. We also 
discuss the extent to which the information on these existing models was useful to 
inform our development of the model for Ireland. 

 In Section 4, we then provide an overview as well as detailed guidance on our 
model estimating the costs (to students/graduates, the state, HEIs, and employers) 
and macroeconomic impacts (on the government balance and net debt) of different 
Irish HE funding systems, including both the current system as well as the funding 
options proposed by the Cassells Review.  

In terms of the model guidance, it should be noted that the current version of the model 
(provided to the DFHE alongside this report) might not constitute the very final iteration. 
Additional amendments might be required following the DFHE’s or EC DG REFORM’s review 
of the model, or to further support the presentation of results in subsequent deliverables (e.g. 
there might be additional outputs that should be presented in a graphical form as part of 
Deliverables 2.2 and 3.2, to follow). If any changes are subsequently made to the model, the 
DFHE will of course be provided with an updated version of the model, as well as an updated 
version of this guidance document where necessary.  

  

 
1 Expert Group on Future Funding for Higher Education (2016). 
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 Purpose and required building blocks of the model for Ireland 

Based on the analytical requirements of the DFHE and EC DG REFORM, the current higher 
education system and fees and funding context in Ireland, and the scope of the different 
funding options proposed by the Cassells Review, Figure 1 provides an overview of the 
building blocks that are required to comprehensively model the cost implications and 
macroeconomic impacts of the Irish HE fees and funding system. 

 

In terms of the required scope, the model needs to be able to: 

 Assess the economic costs associated with the funding of higher education students 
to the state, higher education institutions, students/graduates, and employers; 

 Include the full range of resource flows (i.e. streams of income/costs) associated 
with HE students between these stakeholders (e.g. in terms of fees, core funding from 
the Higher Education Authority (HEA), Student Universal Support Ireland (SUSI) 
grants (and the loans proposed as part of one of the Cassells Review options), etc.);  

 Include an assessment of the macroeconomic implications on the state, in terms of 
the impact of the different funding streams and options on the public debt and deficit; 
and 

 Comprehensively capture the full range of students eligible for funding under the 
current and proposed systems (i.e. including full-time and part-time, undergraduate 
and postgraduate, Irish and other EU domiciled students2, studying at any type of 
publicly funded higher education provider (i.e. universities, Institutes of Technology 
(IoTs), and other colleges).  

 

Related to scope, in terms of the requirement for detail within the model’s calculations, the 
analysis needs to be broken down by: 

 Study mode, study level3, and domicile (i.e. students from Ireland vs. from other 
EU countries), to capture the different characteristics of different groups of students 
(e.g. in terms of age at enrolment, study intensity, or progression/completion rates) 
but also the different types and levels of public funding associated with these students 
(under the current ‘baseline’ funding system and the Cassells Review’s proposed 
options4);  

 Institution type, to capture the different characteristics of students attending 
universities, Institutes of Technology, and colleges, as well as the differences in 
funding levels across these types of providers (e.g. in terms of the level of fees and 
HEA grant funding); and 

 
2 Students from other EU countries (outside Ireland) are also referred to as ‘tuition students’ (since they receive no maintenance 
grant funding from SUSI). Note that non-EU students have been excluded from the analysis, since these students do not receive 
any public student support from SUSI, and only a relatively small proportion (in terms of non-EU postgraduate research students) 
are covered by the Higher Education Authority’s recurrent grant funding paid to higher education institutions.  
3 To provide a granular analysis of the different higher education qualifications offered in Ireland, the model should be broken 
down separately by each of the major higher education awards included in the National Framework of Qualifications (see Quality 
and Qualifications Ireland (2018)). In contrast, the model excludes students studying non-major awards (including Foundation 
and Access, Undergraduate Occasional, Undergraduate Certificates, Undergraduate Diplomas, Postgraduate Occasional, and 
Postgraduate Certificates), since these students are not eligible for public student support funding from SUSI under the current 
Irish HE funding system (and only a small proportion of these students are covered by the Higher Education Authority’s grant 
funding allocated to higher education institutions).  
4 Note that, while the current Irish HE funding system provides relatively limited student grants for postgraduate students, and 
typically no funding for part-time students, the Expert Group proposed extending the financial support available to these students 
(see Section 4.2.1 for more detail).  
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 Gender and individuals at different points of the earnings distribution5 (as part 

of the modelling of the cost and macroeconomic impacts of income-contingent student 

loans only), to capture the differences in graduates’ lifetime earnings and expected 

loan repayments. 

Note that we have excluded field of study from the required model building blocks for Ireland. 
First, the current HE funding system and the Cassells Review’s funding options apply equally 
to all higher education students irrespective of subject studied, with no current or proposed 
differences in the level of student support funding (through SUSI) by field of study. Second, 
the breakdown into the above-listed characteristics (i.e. study mode, level, domicile, institution 
type, gender and income distribution) already results in a high level of granularity, and a further 
separation by students’ field of study would add significantly to the model’s complexity. Third, 
the modelling of the proposed income-contingent fee loans as part of the Cassells Review’s 
funding options relies on detailed information on graduates’ lifetime earnings. After exploring 
a range of potential sources, the only suitable dataset providing the required comprehensive 
and detailed information on graduates’ lifetime earnings is the European Union Survey of 
Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC)6, which does not include any information on 
graduates’ subject studied. Given these issues, we have excluded field of study from the 
required model building blocks.  

 

In terms of funding scenarios, given the scope of the funding policy proposals made by the 
Cassells Review, the analytical framework needs to be able to model a wide range of higher 
education funding mechanisms/resource flows. These include fees (including the tuition 
fee component, student contribution component, and other levies charged by institutions7); the 
Free Fees Initiative; the student contribution element of the fee grant8; standard and special 
rate postgraduate fee contributions9; standard and special rate maintenance grants; income-
contingent loans to cover the costs of the student contribution charge; core recurrent state 
grants provided by the HEA; and employer contributions (through the National Training Fund). 
The model also needs to allow for the broadening of the scope of existing funding strands to 
cover additional groups of students, given that the Cassells Review proposed extending the 
SUSI student support grants to postgraduate and part-time students (who currently receive 
limited or no grants, respectively). 

To achieve this, the model needs to comprehensively and flexibly incorporate a wide (and 
complex) range of student grant/loan levels, eligibility criteria, loan repayment terms and 
assumptions (e.g. income thresholds, repayment rates, interest rates, growth rates, 
repayment period), HEA grant funding rates, and employer contribution terms. The Cassells 
Review itself provided only relatively limited information on the exact specification of its 
proposed funding options (and two out of three of the Cassells Review’s main proposals 
included several different sub-options). As a result, we agreed with the DFHE the overall 
composition and detailed underlying funding assumptions for three consolidated scenarios 

 
5 As outlined in further detail in Section 4, to capture differences across the earnings distribution, our model of the expected 
lifetime earnings and associated loan repayments of Irish higher education graduates is broken down by income quintile. 
6 See Section 4.2.7 for more information on how we have used the EU-SILC data to estimate average graduate earnings.  
7 These other levies typically cover administrative costs (and are also referred to as ‘capitation levies’ by some institutions). 
8 In addition, the fee grant currently includes two further and separate elements, including the tuition fee element of the fee grant, 
and the field trip element of the fee grant. Based on our conversations with the DFHE, and information provided by SUSI, the 
annual amount of funding provided through these elements is relatively small. As a result, it was agreed that these fee grant 
elements would not be included in the model, so that the analysis would instead focus on the student contribution element of the 
fee grant only. 
9 Postgraduate fee contributions are also referred to as postgraduate fee contribution grants, or postgraduate fee grants.  
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to be considered as part of the modelling. More information on the exact specification of each 
of these options is provided in Section 4.2.110. 

 

To achieve any substantive conclusions and recommendations on the different funding 
scenarios proposed by the Cassels Review11, the modelling needs to provide comprehensive 
and informative output metrics. These include the aggregate resource flows between the 
different key stakeholders, but also a disaggregated assessment of these flows by funding 
stream, to enable an analysis of the costs associated with each funding component of the 
current and proposed systems. Further, the model needs to provide – at a granular level - a 
range of metrics associated with the income-contingent fee loans proposed as part of 
Option 3 of the Cassells Reviews’ recommendations (e.g. debt on graduation, the proportion 
of students repaying their loans in full (or not at all), the proportion of loans expected not to be 
repaid, lifetime graduate loan repayments, etc.), as well as estimates of the macroeconomic 
impact of each option on the National Accounts (in terms of state debt and deficit). 

 

To achieve the inclusion of the above-described core model building blocks in terms of scope, 
granularity, funding scenarios and output metrics, the model needs to rely on a wide range of 
underlying input data and assumptions, to ensure that it accurately captures the specificities 
of the Irish higher education system and the underlying (current and proposed) funding 
regimes. The required inputs and assumptions are presented in the bottom half of Figure 1, 
and described in detail in Section 4. 

 

 
10 Note that, in addition to these three options, the DFHE indicated an interest in the inclusion of maintenance loans in the model 
to supplement the Cassells Review’s proposals (which explicitly excluded loans of this type). As a result, to facilitate a potential 
internal analysis of loans of this type by the DFHE, our model also accounts for potential maintenance loans (as part of 
supplementary Option 4). See Section 4.2.1 for further information. 
11 And supplementary Option 4 including income-contingent maintenance loans. 
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Figure 1 Required building blocks for the model of the costs and macroeconomic impacts of the Irish HE funding system 

 

Scope

Students/graduates

State

Higher education institutions

Employers

Costs of/income from HE funding 
system

Macroeconomic impact (state debt & 
deficit)

Detailed breakdown by major higher 
education award:
• Higher Certificate
• Ordinary Degree
• Honours Degree
• Higher Diploma
• Postgraduate Diploma
• Masters (Taught)
• Masters (Research)
• Doctorate

Granularity

Study mode (FT vs PT)

Study level

Gender

Income distribution

Institution type (universities, IoTs, 
colleges)

Domicile (Ireland vs EU)

Output metrics
Aggregate resource flows between 
different stakeholders (see scope)

Costs/income per student

Macroeconomic impacts 
(state debt & deficit)

Loan repayments and other loan-
related metrics

Student/graduate debt

Broken down by type of funding:
• Fees (by component)
• Free Fees Initiative
• Student contribution element of fee grants
• Postgraduate fee contribution (standard + special)
• Maintenance grants (standard + special)
• Student contribution loan outlay + repayment
• Core recurrent state grants
• NTF employer contributions

• % of loans repaid/not repaid
• % of graduates who never repay full loan/never make 

any repayment
• Lifetime loan repayment profile per student
• Total lifetime loan repayments

• Debt on graduation
• Outstanding loan balance written off

• Repayment rates (on marginal income over threshold)
• Real & nominal interest rates (during /after study)
• Income thresholds for repayment
• Income thresholds for interest
• Growth in thresholds over time
• Repayment period (years until write-off)
• Government cost of borrowing (discount rate)

• Max grant (standard vs. special, by distance of 
residence from institution (for maintenance))

• Reckonable income thresholds and tapers (by number 
of children and additional relevant persons in college)

By study level & mode

• Fee/student contribution and grant levels
• Reckonable income thresholds and tapers (by number 

of children and additional relevant persons in college)

• HEA funding rates for teaching provision

• National Training Fund levy

Fees (by component)

Funding scenarios

Student contribution element of fee grant

Maintenance grants (standard and special)

Student contribution loans (income-
contingent)

Core recurrent state grants

Employer contributions

Free Fees Initiative

Postgraduate fee contribution

Analysis of Income-contingent loans 
by gender and income quintile

All students covered by the current 
and proposed funding systems, 
including:
• Full-time and part-time
• Irish and EU domiciled
• Undergraduate and postgraduate
• Studying at universities, IoTs and 

colleges
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Source: LE Europe 

Including all breakdowns listed under 
‘granularity’, but also by:
• Reckonable income
• Distance of residence from institution
• Number of dependent children in 

household
• Number of additional relevant persons 

in household in full-time higher or 
further education

Broken down by:
• Gender
• Highest HE qualification attained (based 

on study level breakdown (see 
granularity)

• Age  (over graduates’ entire 
lifetimes/careers)

• Earnings quintile (for earnings only)

Input data & assumptions

Annual continuation/completion rates

Detailed student profile (cohort of 1st year students entering 
Irish HE)

Average age at enrolment and study duration

Average part-time study intensity (i.e. full-time equivalence)

Average graduate earnings

Average graduate probability of employment

Projected (i.e. forecasts of) inflation rates per year

Assumptions on funding options – Baseline and Cassells’ 
options (see funding scenarios) 

Projected average annual earnings growth (nominal and real)

Projected annual government discount rates (nominal and 
real)

Proportion of graduates emigrating to other countries

Including additional data to calibrate the 
modelling of the baseline/current funding 
system:
• Average fees per student per year (by 

component (i.e. tuition fee, student 
contribution, other student 
levies/charges)

• Average SUSI grant allocations per 
student pear year (by type of income)

• Average HEA grant allocations per 
student pear year (by funding type)

Proportion of overseas graduates making loan repayments
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 Review of existing models of higher education funding systems 

in other countries  

As outlined above, based on a review of higher education funding systems operated in other 
EU Member States, it was agreed that England, Wales, Scotland, Austria and Sweden operate 
funding systems of relevance to the Irish context. Deliverable 3.1 (Analysis of relevant EU 
practices for Higher Education funding systems) provides additional detail on the specificities 
of each of these jurisdictions’ funding systems. In this section, to inform the development of 
the economic model for Ireland, we provide an overview of existing official government models 
used to assess the costs and impacts of the higher education funding systems in each of these 
jurisdictions, and highlight the strengths and weaknesses of the modelling approaches in 
relation to the Irish needs.  

A key issue relates to the availability of and access to these official models in each jurisdiction 
of interest, where: 

 In England, modelling developed by the Department for Education’s (DfE) was used 
to estimate the financial impacts of the recommendations made by the Post-18 
Education and Funding Review Panel in 2019 (also referred to as the ‘Augar 
Review’12). The estimated impacts included in the Panel’s report rely on the DfE’s 
Student Loans Forecast Model13, supplemented by additional modelling to assess 
both student loans and grants, and the macroeconomic impact of the proposals (in 
terms of the public debt and deficit). As the modelling is not publicly available, we rely 
on published technical documentation to assess the strengths and weaknesses of the 
approach. 

 In Wales, the 2016 Diamond Review of Higher Education in Wales14 included 
detailed estimates of the Exchequer costs of the previous and proposed Welsh higher 
education funding system. Although the model is not publicly available, it was based 
on modelling originally developed by LE Europe (for the English HE funding system) 
and offered to the Welsh Government. The model was subsequently adjusted to the 
Welsh context by Welsh Government analysts, and, given LE Europe’s involvement 
in the Diamond Review’s Expert Panel15, the underlying model is available to us to 
undertake a direct assessment of its strengths and weaknesses.  

 In Scotland, the 2017 report by the Independent Review of Student Financial 
Support in Scotland16 included high-level estimates of the impact of the proposed 
student finance system on Exchequer costs. However, no supporting technical 
documentation was published, so that it is not possible to analyse the underlying 
methodological approach in any further detail. 

 Finally, in relation to Austria and Sweden, we are unaware of any published analysis 
or associated technical documentation provided by these governments relating to the 
costs and/or resource flows associated with the higher education fees and funding 
systems in these countries. In addition, any existing modelling of the costs and 
resource flows associated with the systems within these jurisdictions is likely to be of 
less relevance with regards to the model requirements in the Irish context. This is 
given the fact that neither of these systems currently offer income-contingent student 
loans17 as proposed by the Cassells Review. From a methodological standpoint (as 

 
12 See Department for Education (2019a). 
13 The DfE’s Student Loans Forecast Model is used to regularly publish forecasts on student loan outlays and expected loan 
repayments. 
14 See Welsh Government (2016). 
15 Dr Gavan Conlon from LE Europe was a member of the Expert Panel. 
16 See Scottish Government (2017).  
17 Note that the Swedish system currently offers mortgage-style maintenance loans (rather than income-contingent loans), while 
the Austrian system is entirely grant-based.  
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well as in terms of the underlying data requirements), these income-contingent loans 
constitute the most complex technical component of the above building blocks 
required for the Irish model; therefore, any existing model for Austria and Sweden 
would be relatively less informative than corresponding modelling for England, Wales 
or Scotland (whose HE systems include income-contingent student loans).  

 

The long awaited 2019 Augar Review was commissioned against a backdrop of increasing 
concerns of students regarding the value for money associated with higher education, and it 
was evident that immediate (at least cosmetic) amendments would be proposed (including a 
reduction in the tuition fee and removal of student loan interest rates during study). The Review 
subsequently recommended a diverse number of changes to the English HE funding system 
(providing funding to English students studying anywhere in the United Kingdom, and EU 
students studying in England), including: 

 A reduction in the maximum tuition fee chargeable to higher education students 
(and a corresponding reduction in the level of income-contingent tuition fee loan 
available to cover these costs); 

 A compensating increase in the Exchequer teaching grant funding provided to the 
higher education sector, to make up for the loss in tuition fee income (combined with 
an adjustment of the grant allocation to more accurately reflect the cost of provision, 
as well as the social and economic value of HE to students and taxpayers); 

 Changes to student loan repayment terms (for maintenance and tuition fee loans), 
including a reduction in the loan repayment income threshold, an extension of the 
repayment period (after which any outstanding loan balance is written off), the removal 
of real loan interest rates during the period of study, and a lifetime repayment cap; 
and 

 A re-introduction of means-tested maintenance grants for students from low 
income households (partially replacing the existing maintenance loans available to 
English students studying anywhere in the UK (but not EU-domiciled students)).  

The final report underpinning the Review18 includes a range of estimates of the costs of the 
current system and the impacts of these various proposals. The impacts of the proposed 
changes to student loans were estimated based on the DfE’s Student Loans Forecast 
Model19 - a complex micro-simulation model that estimates future earnings for a large sample 
of different types of student loan borrowers20, applies the appropriate repayment policy to each 
group, and extrapolates the sample results to estimate totals for the population of borrowers 
as whole. The Student Loans Forecast Model is highly complex and comprehensive, and relies 
on a range of detailed historical administrative data from the Student Loans Company (e.g. in 
terms of the number of borrowers, loan take-up rates, loan repayments received etc.). As part 
of the Augar Review, the resulting estimates in relation to student loans were then 
supplemented with additional modelling to assess the combined macroeconomic impact (in 
terms of public debt and deficit) of the current and proposed funding systems (including loans 
as well as grants provided to students and institutions)21.  

 
18 See Department for Education (2019a). 
19 For the latest published forecasts (for 2018-19), see Department for Education (2019b). For a technical overview of the version 
of the model used to estimate the impacts of the Augar Review (based on the model for the 2017-18 academic year), see 
Department for Education (2018). 
20 Specifically, the model is based on a random sample of approximately 200,000 borrowers per loan product. 
21 See Department of Education (2019c to 2019f) for an overview of the methodological approach underlying the Augar Review 
estimates.   
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The following provides an assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of the underlying 
modelling in relation to each of the core model building blocks required for Ireland (see Section 
2)22. 

 Modelling scope 

In terms of the key strengths in relation to scope, the Augar Review modelling: 

 Considers the macroeconomic impacts of the proposals on the public deficit and 
debt, thus providing core insights from the Exchequer perspective. The analysis 
focuses on the ‘steady state’ (i.e. the 2024-25 academic year23), based on the ongoing 
cost of the system for all current students in that year as well as previous borrowers 
still paying off their loans (i.e. it is based on a mix of different cohorts of students)24; 

 These macroeconomic impacts capture the full range of students covered by the 
English higher education funding system (importantly, including not only full-time 
but also part-time students, who would be affected by the changes proposed by the 
Augar Review Panel (e.g. in relation to the reduction in tuition fees and underlying 
tuition fee loans)); and 

 Similarly, the Student Loans Forecast Model used to produce the estimates 
comprehensively covers the full range of student loan products for all types of 
borrowers (again including both full-time and part-time students, undergraduate and 
postgraduate students, as well as English students studying anywhere in the UK and 
EU students studying in England).  

However, a core weakness relates to the fact that the model does not cover the full range 
of core stakeholders within the HE funding system. Specifically, while the estimates 
presented focus largely on the Exchequer (in terms of debt and deficit) and students/graduates 
(e.g. in terms of graduates’ loan repayments), there appears to be no explicit consideration of 
the impact of the Panel’s recommendations on higher education institutions (or employers25). 

 Granularity 

One of the key strengths of the DfE’s approach relates to the granularity within the Student 
Loans Forecast model, as it benefits from the use of very detailed administrative data on actual 
student loan outcomes from the Student Loans Company. This allows the model to estimate: 

 The total loan outlay across a wide range of samples of loan borrowers, broken down 
into each specific loan product (i.e. full-time undergraduate fee and maintenance 
loans, part-time undergraduate fee and maintenance loans, and Master’s and 
Doctorate loans (with further breakdowns based on the year in which borrowers 
started their HE qualifications, given the difference in loan size and repayment terms 
at different points in time)); and 

 The expected lifetime loan repayments of a wide range of different borrowers, broken 
down not only by level of study, mode, gender, earnings decile/quartile, and year (i.e. 
years passed since the Statutory Repayment Due Date (SRDD))26, but also higher 
education provider group (based on institutions’ self-selected Mission Groups) and 
subject area.  

 
22 Again, note that the modelling is not publicly available, so that we instead rely on the published technical documentation (see 
Department of Education (2019c to 2019f)) to assess the strengths and weaknesses of the approach. 
23 Based on the assumption that, by 2024-25, all students enrolled in higher education would be funded under the new system. 
24 Note that, while this mix of different cohorts of loan borrowers makes the DfE’s modelling significantly more complex, this 
complexity will not be required in relation to a corresponding model for Ireland. This is based on the fact that there are no public 
student loans available in Ireland (i.e. there are no previous borrowers), so that our model for Ireland is based on a single cohort 
of students starting qualifications in a given academic year. See Section 4 for more information. 
25 While the inclusion of the impact on employers is of core relevance in the Irish context, the Augar Review’s exclusion of the 
employer perspective is unsurprising, given the fact that the current and proposed funding systems in England do not include any 
provisions for employer funding. 
26 The Statutory Due Date for borrowers in the English system is defined as either in April after students leave their course, or in 
April four years after their course started (if they are studying part-time) – whichever comes first.  
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This granularity allows for a highly nuanced analysis of the distributional impacts of the 
funding proposals across different groups of students/graduates. 

However, in terms of potential weaknesses, it is unclear from the documentation whether the 
supplementary modelling supporting the Augar Review (to assess the combined 
macroeconomic impact of the proposed changes to student loans and grants) is undertaken 
at a similar level of granularity. Specifically, as discussed in more detail in Section 3.1.4, the 
results relating to the macroeconomic impact of the proposals are only presented at an 
aggregate level in the published report on the Augar Review, so that it is not possible to assess 
the extent to which the underlying modelling is broken down for different student/graduate 
characteristics, funding items, etc.  

 Funding scenarios 

As outlined above, the Augar Review included a range of different recommendations regarding 
the future funding of higher education in England, including proposed changes to the level of 
student loans, repayment terms, maintenance grants, and teaching grants provided to 
institutions. Despite the novelty of some of these suggestions (particularly including the 
difficult-to-model real-terms loan repayment cap), the DfE was able to include all of the 
Review’s proposals in its estimate of the recommendations’ impact. This highlights one 
of the model’s key strengths, as it is clearly able to flexibly model a wide range of different 
student finance policies. 

 Output metrics 

In relation to the strengths of the modelling with respect to its outputs, the analysis generates 
a wide range of output metrics to identify the impact of the Augar Review’s 
recommendations, including27: 

 Cumulative lifetime loan repayments, outstanding debt, and cumulative loan interest 
accrued by year, for full-time undergraduate degree students, by income 
decile/quartile, under the current HE funding system for England; 

 Total lifetime loan repayments, and the proportion of the loan written off28, for full-time 
undergraduate students (including students completing undergraduate degrees as 
well as sub-degree qualifications), by income decile, for the previous, current and 
proposed HE funding systems for England; 

 The relative contributions of the Exchequer and students/graduates to the costs of 
full-time undergraduate higher education (again including degrees and sub-degree 
qualifications) across the different funding systems; and 

 The annual cost (in terms of public debt and deficit) of the combined Augar Review 
recommendations (in ‘steady state’, i.e. by 2024-25).  

In addition, and more generally, the DfE’s Student Loans Forecast Model that was used to 
generate the estimates of the impact of the Augar Review is also regularly used to publish 
additional metrics associated with the student loan system, such as the total loan outlay per 
annum, and the anticipated total value of the student loan book. 

In terms of core weaknesses in relation to the outputs required in the context of Ireland: 

 Related to the above discussion on scope (see Section 3.1.1), while the Augar Review 
model considers the impact of the recommended funding system on key national 
accounting measures (in terms of public deficit and debt), it seems to exclude any 
estimates of the economic costs of the proposed system to the Exchequer, HEIs 

 
27 Note that some of these estimates are provided in the technical annexes to the main Augar Review report (see Department for 
Education (2019f) for more information).   
28 The proportion of loans expected to be paid off is referred to as the ‘Resource Accounting and Budgeting Charge (RAB charge), 
calculated by comparing the total loan outlay to the net present value of expected loan repayments associated with this loan 
outlay.  
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and students/graduates, in terms of the aggregate resource flows of 
income/expenditure associated with the system in a given academic year. 

 In addition, and as mentioned in Section 3.1.2, the impact on public deficit and debt 
is only presented at an aggregate level across all types of students and funding 
mechanisms (i.e. including all types of loans and grants), without a more nuanced 
understanding of the contribution of different student groups or funding components.  

 Model inputs and assumptions 

Finally, the DfE’s modelling exhibits several key strengths in relation to its underlying input 
data and assumptions: 

 To estimate the impact of the proposed HE funding system in ‘steady state’ in 2024-
25, the model takes account of a forecasted increase in the number of students 
in the English HE system based on an expected demographic surge; 

 In addition to changes in the number of students, the DfE’s Student Loans Forecast 
Model also includes the option to take account of differences in behavioural 
changes in response to the introduction of additional loan products (e.g. in 
terms of Master’s Loans introduced in 2016-17, or part-time maintenance loans 
introduced in 2018-19) by modelling changes to the underlying distribution of students 
across different characteristics. However, note that, while theoretically possible, the 
Augar Review estimates explicitly did not take account of any such behavioural 
changes in response to the recommended funding changes29 (i.e. the analysis 
assumes the same breakdown of students across different characteristics under the 
Augar system as under the current funding system); 

 The analysis allows for future-proofing of the funding rates available to students, 
as the model includes assumptions with respect to the growth of funding over time 
(e.g. maintenance grants are assumed to grow annually based on forecasts of the 
Retail Price Index); and 

 Given its complexity and its use of detailed administrative data from the Student 
Loans Company, the DfE’s Student Loans Model is able to adjust its estimated lifetime 
graduate loan repayments for graduate investment income, overseas repayments, 
voluntary repayments, early loan cancellation due to death, direct debit 
repayments30, and the repayment profiles of students who drop out of their 
course (though not all of these adjustments were made as part of the Augar Review 
estimates). 

However, in terms of weaknesses, the DfE’s Student Loans Model is relatively limited in 
terms of adjustments for the specific loan repayment conditions for part-time students. 
In particular, the model does not take account of any earnings during study for part-time 
borrowers, who are required to start repaying their loan in April four years after their course 
started (if they have not yet completed at that point). Hence, the modelling does not accurately 
forecast the true loan repayment profiles of part-time students, as it ignores any repayments 
made during their studies31 (after the Statutory Repayment Due Date), as well as the fact that 
loan interest rates start varying with students’ income from that point onwards (whereas they 
are fixed before the SRDD).  

 
29 See Department for Education (2019d). 
30 Direct debit repayments were recently introduced for borrowers who are close to fully repaying their loan, allowing them to 
repay the remainder of their loan via direct debit (rather than automatically through the HM Revenue and Customs tax system) 
to avoid over-paying through the tax system. 
31 As a result, it is likely that the DfE’s model for the Augar Review slightly overestimates the RAB charge (i.e. the proportion of 
the loan written off) for part-time students, given that it does not account for these students’ repayments over the course of their 
studies.  
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Announced in February 2014, with a final report published in September 2016, the Diamond 
Review of Higher Education in Wales was commissioned with the core remit of widening 
access, supporting the skill needs of Wales, strengthening part-time and postgraduate 
provision in Wales; and ensuring long-term financial sustainability.  

Based on these objectives, the Review provided a range of core recommendations with 
respect to the Welsh HE funding system (for Welsh students studying anywhere in the United 
Kingdom, and EU students studying in Wales)32. The main proposals for the funding of full-
time undergraduates were as follows: 

 Retaining the annual tuition fee but removing the non-means tested tuition fee 
grant and replacing it with a student loan (up to the maximum fee level); 

 Introducing a non-means-tested universal maintenance grant for all Welsh-
domiciled students; 

 Increasing the means-tested maintenance grant and/or loan support to the 
equivalent level as the minimum wage (based on 37.5 hours per week for a 30-week 
period per year);  

 Ensuring that the maintenance loan is non-means-tested for students from 
higher income households receiving a grant less than the maximum, such that 
the amount of loan available is equal to the total maximum grant, less any means-
tested grant; 

 Extending the upper eligibility level/household income threshold for the means-
tested element of the maintenance grant, increased to just below the top rate of tax 
for a two-income household; and 

 Ensuring the comparable treatment of part-time and postgraduate students. 

To assess the impacts of these recommendations, the Welsh Government received a financial 
model originally developed by LE Europe (for the English HE funding system), and adapted it 
to the requirements of the Welsh context33. Our access to the model and support provided to 
the Welsh Government during the process enables us to undertake a more direct assessment 
of the model’s strengths and weaknesses, rather than having to rely on technical 
documentation.  

 Modelling scope 

In terms of strengths in relation to scope, the Welsh model: 

 Considers the economic cost (in terms of resource flows, i.e. income and expenditure 
streams) to all relevant stakeholders within the system – including the Exchequer, 
students/graduates, as well as higher education institutions - under the current Welsh 
HE funding system (at the time) and the Review’s proposals34; and 

 Captures the full range of undergraduate students eligible for funding under the 
system (including full-time and part-time students, Welsh students studying anywhere 
in the UK and EU students studying in Wales, and students undertaking degrees as 
well as sub-degree qualifications). 

In contrast to the DfE’s modelling underlying the Augar Review in England (discussed above), 
the model for Wales does not include an assessment of the ongoing annual cost of the different 

 
32 See Welsh Government (2016). 
33 Note that, since providing the model to the Welsh Government, we have further developed and improved the original modelling 
to generate more detailed estimates of the costs of the English HE funding system to the Exchequer, students/graduates, and 
higher education institutions (most recently to assess the costs to/impacts on these stakeholders associated with the Augar 
Review (see London Economics, 2019)). 
34 As with the existing model for the English HE funding system (see Section 3.1), the model’s exclusion of the employer 
perspective is driven by the fact that neither the current Welsh funding system (at the time) nor the Diamond Review’s proposals 
included any provisions for employer funding. 
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proposals for previous loan borrowers who are still in the process of paying off their loans. 
Instead, the Welsh model is based on a single cohort of students entering higher 
education in a given academic year, estimating the resource flows associated with these 
students over the entire duration of their studies35. While this makes the model relatively less 
comprehensive than the Augar Review model for England, it provides a more straightforward 
modelling approach, and simplified its adoption by the Welsh Government to generate its 
estimates of the Diamond Review’s impact.  

 Granularity 

In terms of granularity, a key strength of the model is the fact that its estimates of the costs 
of the different funding components to all stakeholders are broken down by study level, mode, 
and student domicile, with an additional breakdown by gender and income decile included in 
the estimation of graduates’ lifetime loan repayments (and other key metrics associated with 
the student loan system).  

However, the approach faces several weaknesses: 

 In contrast to the Augar Review model described above, the Diamond Review model 
is not based on a micro-simulation of samples of individual borrowers. Rather, 
it estimates the expected loan repayments for an average/typical loan borrower 
within each group of students (e.g. it is based on the average age at enrolment 
among full-time/part-time undergraduate degree students, the average employment 
probability among students in possession of undergraduate qualifications, and the 
earnings of male and female graduates at different points of the income distribution 
(based on historical data from the UK Labour Force Survey)). However, as with the 
focus on a single cohort of students (see Section 3.2.1), it also implies that the model 
is relatively less complex in its data requirements and its overall modelling framework, 
again facilitating the use of the model by the Welsh Government;  

 Lifetime loan repayments are estimated for full-time and part-time undergraduate 
degree students only (but not for sub-degree qualifications), and the model instead 
assumes the same RAB charge (i.e. the expected loan write-off) for students with sub-
degree qualifications as for those in possession of degrees; and  

 More generally, and again in contrast to the Augar Review model, the Welsh model 
does not enable a more detailed breakdown of estimates across different 
groups/types of institutions or subject areas36.  

 Funding scenarios 

As one of its core strengths, and similar to the DfE’s model for England, the Welsh 
Government’s Diamond Review model was able to comprehensively estimate the costs 
associated with the current funding system at the time as well as the main funding 
recommendations made by the Expert Panel. Of particular importance, the model was able 
to estimate the costs associated with the partial maintenance loan cancellation upon receipt 
of graduates’ first repayment, which is relatively unique to the Welsh system. In addition, rather 
than using average levels of maintenance grant or loan as inputs, the model replicates the 
means-testing for these types of funding to allow for a more flexible assessment of the 
estimates’ sensitivity with respect to the household income levels and tapers associated with 
maintenance funding.  

 
35 Specifically, the estimates of impact outlined in the Diamond Review’s final report (see Welsh Government, 2016) are based 
on the student support policies for new students entering higher education in the 2015-16 academic year (using 2014-15 first-
year student numbers as the latest data available on the size of the cohort (i.e. assuming that the size and composition of the 
cohort remained unchanged between 2014-15 and 2015-16)).  
36 The lack of an additional breakdown by subject area is partially driven by insufficient sample sizes within the underlying UK 
Labour Force Survey data used to estimate graduate earnings and employment probabilities (so that it was not possible to 
achieve a breakdown of earnings by gender, income decile, age and subject area).  
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 Output metrics 

In terms of strengths, to inform a detailed understanding of the impacts of the Welsh funding 
system at the time and the impact of the Diamond Review’s proposals, the analysis: 

 Generates a number of measures in relation to tuition fee and maintenance loans, 
including lifetime loan repayments, accumulated loan interest, outstanding debt at 
graduation and at loan write-off, the age at which the loan balance is fully repaid (if 
applicable), and the RAB charge (i.e. the proportion of the loan written off); 

 Provides a breakdown of the economic costs - to the Exchequer, 
students/graduates and institutions - by funding component (e.g. separately for 
maintenance grants, maintenance loans, tuition fee grants, tuition fee loans, teaching 
grants, etc.), level of study, and mode of study; and 

 Includes a detailed presentation of the estimated average level of funding per 
student for each of the different funding components (i.e. it provides the resource 
flows per student as well as aggregate estimates).  

However, as there was no indication of the potential changes to the National Accounting 
treatment of student loans at the time of the Diamond Review, a core weakness relates to the 
fact that the model excludes an assessment of the impact of the current/proposed 
systems on public debt and deficit37, so that it does not fully satisfy the requirements in the 
Irish context.  

 Model inputs and assumptions 

Finally, in relation to its inputs and assumptions, the model benefits from the following 
strengths:  

 It assesses the maximum cost envelope to the Exchequer, by assuming full take-up 
of the different types of student support available/proposed as part of the 
Review. This allowed the Expert Panel to undertake a clear comparison between 
different funding options considered during the Review process, and identified the 
maximum potential Exchequer exposure associated with each option; 

 As outlined in Section 3.2.3, the analysis separately models the detailed means-
testing conditions associated with maintenance loans and grants, enabling an 
assessment of the sensitivity of the findings with respect to these specific conditions; 

 In contrast to the DfE’s Augar Review model, the analysis for the Diamond Review 
takes account of the fact that part-time students start repaying their loans 
during their studies (if their course takes longer than 3 years to complete (see 
Section 3.1.5));  

 Though they are not as detailed as the administrative data underlying the DfE’s model 
for England (e.g. no breakdown by subject was achievable), based on pooled data 
from the UK Labour Force Survey, the Welsh model makes use of detailed graduate 
earnings estimates by gender, income decile and age.  

However, the Welsh model also faces a number of weaknesses, driven by the fact that it did 
not have access to comprehensive and detailed administrative data from the Student Loans 
Company (in contrast to the DfE’s modelling for England), but instead relies on publicly 
available information on higher education statistics and graduate earnings in the UK. 
Specifically, the model of the Welsh system: 

 Does not consider forecasts of the size of future cohorts of students, but instead 
uses data from the most recent academic year available at the time (2014-15) and 
assumes the same size and composition of the cohort for the year of interest (2015-

 
37 Though note that our later iterations of the model (e.g. the analysis of the impact of the Augar Review in England (see London 
Economics, 2019)) do include an assessment of these macroeconomic impacts of the HE funding system on the public deficit.  
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16). The Diamond Review report does, however, provide some indication of the effect 
of changes in the size of the cohort on the estimated Exchequer cost; and 

 Is unable to make a range of specific methodological adjustments/refinements 
to estimated graduate loan repayments, e.g. in terms of graduate income from 
investments, overseas or voluntary repayments, early loan cancellation, or loan 
repayments by drop-outs. 

 

The structure and content of different official models assessing higher education fees and 
funding is crucially dependent on the nature of the information routinely collected, which is 
itself a function of the system in operation.  

Micro-simulation models that are based on the actual outcomes achieved by previous 
cohorts of graduates are extremely useful, but only function effectively in circumstances where 
particular approaches (such as the loan-based hybrid systems) have been adopted for a 
reasonable period of time. Given that income-contingent student loans in England were first 
introduced in 1999-2000, the complex micro-simulation model of the English funding system 
developed by the Department for Education benefits from a range of detailed historical 
administrative data associated with the system, provided by the Student Loans Company. This 
allows the model to estimate expected student loan repayments (and other associated 
measures) for large samples of student loan borrowers (including all student cohorts who 
entered higher education since 1999-2000) in ‘steady state’ in 2024-25 (based on the ongoing 
cost of the system for all current students expected in that year as well as previous borrowers 
still paying off their loans). In addition, the administrative data on existing loan borrowers 
enables the model to adjust its estimated lifetime graduate loan repayments for a wide range 
of particularities of student loan systems, including graduate investment income, overseas 
repayments, voluntary repayments, early loan cancellation due to death, direct debit 
repayments, and the repayment profiles of students who drop out of their course38. 

However, despite these advantages, the model for England faces several key limitations with 
regards to the required building blocks for the model for Ireland. Most importantly, it excludes 
some of the core outputs required for the Irish model, as it omits any estimates of the economic 
costs of the system in terms of the aggregate resource flows between the different key 
stakeholders with the system. In addition, the DfE’s model focuses predominantly on the 
implications for the Exchequer (in terms of debt and deficit) and students/graduates (e.g. in 
terms of lifetime loan repayments per graduate), but does not include an assessment of the 
impact of the system on higher education institutions.  

In the absence of existing administrative data on student loan borrowers in Ireland (given the 
fact that the Irish HE funding system does not offer loans), and given the above limitations of 
the economic model of the English HE system, the building of a bespoke modelling 
approach comparable to that adopted for the Diamond Review in Wales offers the best 
solution to policy makers in Ireland. This involves modelling the costs and aggregate 
resource flows to the different key HE stakeholders associated with a single cohort of 
students entering higher education in Ireland in a given academic year (estimated over the 
entire duration of their studies)39. In addition, rather than running micro-simulations of samples 
of individual borrowers, the model instead estimates the expected loan repayments for an 
average/typical loan borrower within different groups of students (e.g. by study mode, 
study level, domicile etc.). These features provide a straightforward modelling approach 
that facilitates the model’s subsequent use by the DFHE, while providing a high degree of 

 
38 Though note again that not all of these adjustments were incorporated as part of the estimates of the impact of the Augar 
Review’s recommendations for the English HE funding system. 
39 Note again that the (complex) inclusion of previous cohorts of loan borrowers in the DfE’s model for England is not required in 
relation to the model for Ireland, given that there are no public student loans available in Ireland (i.e. there are no previous 
borrowers). 
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accuracy in absolute terms, but also the detailed assessment of the relative costs and benefits 
associated with different alternatives. Potentially most importantly, this approach offers a 
significant degree of flexibility to provide informed and robust analysis to the relevant policy 
makers.  

While we do not apply the English modelling approach as a whole, there are nevertheless a 
number of important strengths of the English model that can be incorporated into the bespoke 
model of the higher education fees and funding system in Ireland (while still delivering a 
relatively simple means of assessing the relevant major resource flows between 
stakeholders). In particular, the model developed for Ireland (described in more detail in 
Section 4) incorporates additional analytical components to account for the loan repayments 
made by borrowers from overseas; annual changes in the level of fees and maintenance 
support in line with the relevant measure of inflation; and the cost of funding associated 
with non-continuing students (rather than just taking account of those students in the cohort 
of interest expected to complete HE qualifications). All of these elements significantly improve 
the ability of policy makers to assess alternative funding options prior to potential 
implementation. 

Section 4 provides a detailed overview of how these lessons and considerations were applied 
to develop the bespoke model of the costs and macroeconomic impacts of the higher 
education funding system for Ireland.  
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 Overview of and guidance for using the model for Ireland 

Based on the purpose and required building blocks of the model of the Irish HE funding system 
(outlined in Section 2), and the lessons from our review of existing economic models of this 
type in other key jurisdictions of interest (discussed in Section 3), we developed a 
comprehensive model assessing the costs and macroeconomic impacts of the current and 
proposed funding systems for Ireland - in Excel format (*.xlsm40). To enable the model’s 
subsequent use by the DFHE, this section provides a detailed description and associated 
guidance for the use of the model. 

 

In terms of the overarching scope, similar to the above-described analysis in Wales (see 
Section 3.2), the model uses a cohort-based approach, by assessing the economic costs 
and macroeconomic impacts associated with a single cohort of students entering Irish 
higher education in a given academic year. Specifically, we focus on the cohort of students 
who started higher education qualifications in Ireland in the 2019-20 academic year, and 
assess the funding costs associated with these students over their entire study duration (as 
well as any loan repayments made by these students post-graduation, where applicable). In 
other words, the model estimates the costs of the actual (Baseline) funding associated with 
the 2019-20 cohort throughout their studies (based on the funding regime in operation in that 
academic year), as well as the hypothetical cost for the 2019-20 cohort if it had instead been 
funded through any of the alternative systems proposed by the Cassells Review.  

In this respect, one key aspect of this cohort-based approach is that, for each student in the 
2019-20 cohort, the model only considers the costs associated with those qualifications that 
were started in 2019-20. We do not assess the additional costs of any potential subsequent 
qualifications undertaken by these individuals in the future (e.g. for individuals who enrolled in 
Honours Degrees in 2019-20, we only consider the funding associated with that degree, but 
not any subsequent postgraduate qualifications undertaken). 

In terms of granularity, again similar to the approach adopted in Wales, the model developed 
for Ireland does not rely on a micro-simulation of different samples of individual 
students/graduates. Rather, the model is based on an average/typical student within 
different groups within the cohort of focus, broken down (wherever possible and when 
relevant) by: 

 Study mode, study level, and domicile (i.e. students from Ireland vs. from other EU 
countries);  

 Institution type (i.e. universities, Institutes of Technology, and colleges); and 

 Gender and income quintile (as part of the modelling of the costs and 
macroeconomic implications of income-contingent student loans only, to capture the 
differences in graduates’ lifetime earnings and expected loan repayments at different 
points across the earnings distribution).  

The model then assesses these average funding costs or contributions (from the perspective 
of the Exchequer, students/graduates, HEIs and employers) associated with each of these 
‘average’ students, and multiplies by the corresponding number of students in each group 
within the cohort of interest to achieve aggregate cost estimates.  

Figure 2 provides an overview of the different sheets included in the model. The analysis is 
broken down into three key sections (moving from right to left across the different groups of 
sheets within the spreadsheet model), including: 

 
40 The model includes an underlying Macro to generate the results separately for each funding option considered, and is therefore 
in *.xlsm (i.e. Macro-enabled) format (rather than just *.xls).   
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1. Inputs sheets, including the wide range of raw data required as part of the modelling, 
as well as any further processing of the data to achieve the necessary 
assumptions/inputs for use throughout the model;  

2. A range of sheets with the core model workings, all broken down by student/graduate 
characteristics to the greatest extent possible, and including: 

a. A replication of the means-testing applied to the different types of funding 
included in the current Irish HE system and the options proposed by the 
Cassells Review, in order to calculate average grant or loan funding rates 
per student per year; 

b. Estimated graduate loan repayments in each year post-graduation (including 
a wide range of measures discussed in the Cassells Review’s proposed 
student loan system, such as the proportion of the loan expected to be written 
off, debt on graduation, outstanding loan balance at time of write-off, etc.), 
incorporating adjustments for graduate emigration and associated 
repayments from overseas graduates; 

c. The total costs/resource flows of the HE funding system associated with the 
2019-20 student cohort over the entire duration of study (and adjusted for 
students’ continuation/completion rates in each academic year); and 

d. The macroeconomic impact on the General Government Balance and 
General Government Net Debt associated with the public funding provided to 
students in the cohort; 

3. Four core outputs sheets, including: 
a. A summary of the aggregate resource flows/costs between each key 

stakeholder (i.e. the state, students/graduates, HEIs and employers) and the 
macroeconomic impacts on the public accounts; 

b. A summary of more granular results underpinning these aggregate 
impacts, e.g. in terms of estimated average funding rates per student per year, 
and a breakdown of the macroeconomic impacts by funding component; and 

c. A sheet containing the key findings in tables, as well as separate sheet 
including a range of graphs to illustrate the main findings, to allow for more 
straightforward comparisons of the estimates associated with each funding 
option considered.  

With regards to these different funding options, the model operates through a single 
calculations ‘engine’ (i.e. the range of sheets with the core model workings) that is run 
separately for each of the different funding options considered (i.e. the Baseline (2019-20) 
funding regime, as well as each of the different alternative funding mechanisms proposed by 
the Cassells Review). In other words, the model runs each separate funding option one at a 
time. 

For this, the drivers sheet (‘D’) (see Section 4.2.1 for more information) outlines the 
assumptions underlying each of the different funding options of interest. The top of this sheet 
includes the key model settings, where users can select a specific funding option to run 
through the model (from a drop-down list). Upon clicking the ‘Run this option’ button, the 
model then calculates the various results for this option within the aggregate resource 
flows/costs sheet (‘Sum_Agg’) and the additional more granular results sheet (‘Sum_Det’), 
and pastes these results (as hard-coded values) into the corresponding range of cells 
for this option within these sheets. This allows for a straightforward comparison across all 
funding scenarios considered, while minimising the size of the model (since every option is 
run using the same ‘engine’).  

This copying and pasting is done using an underlying Excel Macro which is triggered every 
time the user clicks the ‘Run this option’ button. Therefore, it is crucial that users enable 
Macros when opening the model (by clicking ‘Enable Content’ in the bar appearing at the 
top of the file) to be able to operate it.
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Figure 2 Overview of the model of the Irish HE funding system 

 

Source: LE Europe 
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 Key model features to keep in mind 

Before moving on to the detailed guidance on each of the individual components included in 
the analysis, it is important to highlight several key general features of the model.  

First, given its complexity, the large amount of input data and assumptions required, and the 
very granular level of analysis (in terms of the breakdown into a wide range of student 
characteristics41), the file size of the model is relatively large (in excess of 50MB). 
Therefore, when making any changes to the model (e.g. to the funding assumptions outlined 
in the drivers (‘D’) sheet, or when selecting a different funding option in that sheet) – and 
before triggering the Macro - users should wait until the calculation status bar at the bottom of 
the workbook (see Figure 3) has disappeared (which indicates that the workbook’s 
calculations are complete). Again, the Macro needs to be re-run after any change in the 
assumptions for a given option (and re-run for all options if there is a change in the 
assumptions that are constant across all scenarios (at the bottom of the 'D' sheet)), to ensure 
that the final modelling results for this option (presented in the ‘Sum_Agg’, ‘Sum_Det’, ‘Tables’ 
and ‘Graphs’ sheets), are updated accordingly42.  

Figure 3 Illustration of the calculation status bar 

 
Source: LE Europe 

Second, as part of the quality-assurance process, the model includes a wide range of error 
checks within all sheets containing formulas (to the right of the main calculations), which are 
summarised in the ‘Checks’ sheet (with the latter flagging whether there are any errors within 
each individual sheet). These error checks flag any potential calculation errors that might arise 
if there are any erroneous changes to the model’s formulas, as well as any unintended in-cell 
Excel error messages (e.g. including ‘#VALUE!’, ‘#REF!’, or ‘#NA!’ errors)43. When making 
any changes to the model (e.g. when modifying the assumptions associated with a particular 
funding option), it is advisable to refer to this sheet in each instance to ensure that the 
modifications do not accidentally result in erroneous estimates.  

Finally, for ease of reference, a number of sheets within the workbook (particularly the four 
key outputs sheets) use grouped rows or columns to clearly separate individual sections within 
these sheets. These grouped rows or columns can be hidden/unhidden by clicking on the ‘+’ 
signs on the left-hand side or top of the sheet.  

 

 Overview of the drivers sheet (‘D’) and how to operate the Macro 

 

As outlined above, the drivers sheet (‘D’) includes the (wide range of) assumptions 
underpinning the analysis – separately for each funding option considered. The sheet is 
divided into two key sections, including: 

 
41 Specifically, wherever possible and applicable, the model’s calculations are broken down by study level, study mode, domicile, 
institution type, gender, income quintile, and for graduates living in Ireland vs. overseas.  
42 See Section 4.2.1 for more information on the operation of the Macro. 
43 Note that some of these checks may flag up errors that are not actual miscalculations, but are driven by the automatic cell 
rounding applied by Excel (e.g. the model might flag up an error where the value of two cells should be exactly equal, but the 
rounding precision applied by Excel results in one cell being rounded to the nearest 8 decimals, while the other is rounded to the 
nearest 7 decimals instead). If any of the checks flag up errors, the user should refer to the specific cell returning the error to see 
if this rounding issue applies, and correct the check manually if it does (e.g. using the ‘ROUND()’ formula). 

Driving assumptions by funding option, 
and selection of option for modelling

D



SRSS/SC2019/146 - Increasing the sustainability of Higher and Further Education provision in Ireland 

 

Deliverable 2.1 | 24 

 A range of assumptions (in the top half of the sheet) that vary across the different 
options (e.g. in relation to fees charged under each option and the associated level 
and type of fee support, the rates and reckonable income thresholds associated with 
standard and special maintenance grants, the repayment conditions associated with 
any student loan funding available, etc.); and 

 A range of assumptions that are constant across the different funding options44 
(e.g. relating to key characteristics of the 2019-20 student cohort (e.g. the average 
age at enrolment and average study duration), or the annual inflation, average 
earnings growth and discount rates applied in each year during study/post-
graduation). 

The assumptions varying with each option are listed in separate sets of columns, and the drop-
down list in the model settings at the top of the sheet (see Figure 4) determines which option 
is currently modelled (i.e. running through the calculations in the workings of the model).  

Figure 4 Model selection settings in drivers sheet 

 
Source: LE Europe 

Figure 5 provides an illustration of the mechanics of the underlying Macro. To operate the 
model, the Macro is triggered when clicking the ‘Run this option’ button in the drivers sheet 
(again see Figure 4). The Macro then automatically copies the corresponding calculated 
results for the selected option and pastes them as hard-coded values into the relevant cells 
in the key outputs sheets (including the ‘Sum_Agg’ and ‘Sum_Det’ sheets, see Section 4.4.1 
for more information)45. However, given this copying and pasting mechanism, the results 
displayed in the four outputs sheets do not automatically adjust with any changes in 
the underlying assumptions. In other words, the Macro will have to be re-run by clicking 
the above button every time the user makes any changes to the assumptions (or 
workings) for a given option - to ensure that the results in the outputs sheets are updated 
accordingly46. In addition, the Macro will have to be re-run separately for every option if 
the user adjusts any of the assumptions (at the bottom of the ‘D’ sheet) that are 
constant across all funding options (e.g. in relation to inflation, growth and discount rates). 
The Macro triggers the message ‘Programme executed successfully’ once it has finished 
running. 

In terms of the different funding scenarios modelled, the Cassells Review itself provided only 
relatively limited information on the exact specification of its proposed funding options (and 
two out of three of the Cassells Review’s main proposals included several different sub-
options). As a result, we agreed with the DFHE the overall composition and detailed underlying 
funding assumptions for three consolidated scenarios to be modelled. Figure 5 provides an 
overview of each of these agreed funding options included in the drivers (‘D’) sheet – including: 

 The current (Baseline) funding regime for students who entered higher 
education in Ireland in the 2019-20 academic year: 

 
44 Again, the Macro needs to be re-run for all options if there are any changes to these common assumptions. 
45 In the example in Figure 5, the Baseline option is selected in the drivers (‘D’) sheet.  
46 If the Macro is not re-run after a change in the assumptions for a given option, then this will flag up errors in both the ‘Sum_Agg’ 
and the ‘Sum_Det’ sheets when this option is selected in the Model settings – and these errors will show up in the ‘Checks’ sheet 
(providing a summary of all error checks across the various relevant sheets). See Section 4.4.1 for information on the Macro.  
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The system currently offers a range of different types of grant funding to support 
students with their fee costs47, as well as (means-tested) maintenance grants to help 
with students’ living costs48. This fee and maintenance support is predominantly 
provided for undergraduate full-time students only. The Exchequer further 
supports institutions’ delivery through the block grant funding allocated to HEIs by the 
Higher Education Authority (e.g. to support the delivery of high-cost subjects (through 
its Recurrent Grant Allocation Model (RGAM), or through additional ‘top-slices’ for 
specific activities)49. This funding also includes an allocation to HEIs to cover the costs 
of the Free Fees initiative, through which the Exchequer currently funds the tuition 
fees for a large number of (full-time undergraduate) students). Finally, following the 
recommendations made by the Cassells Review50, employers indirectly contribute to 
the funding of the HE system through an increase in the National Training Fund (NTF) 
levy to support the public funds available for higher education provision; 

 The predominantly state-funded system under Option 1 of the Cassells 
Review’s proposals:  

This option would involve the abolition of tuition fees and student contribution 
charges51, with a significant increase in HEA block grant funding provided to 
institutions to compensate for the loss in fee income. Based on the Cassells 
Review’s recommendations, this option would involve an additional uplift to the HEA 
grant funding to align the level of resource available to HEIs more closely with the 
actual costs of institutional delivery, historic benchmarks, and jurisdictions operating 
predominantly and adequately state-funded systems52. In addition, under Option 1 (as 
well as Options 2 and 3), there would be an increase in the level of standard and 
special maintenance grants offered to support students with their living costs, as 
well as an extension of these grants to part-time and postgraduate53 students54; 

 The increase in state funding with continuing fees proposed in Option 2:  

Under this option, fees would continue to be charged, but the Free Fees Initiative 
and the (means-tested) student contribution grants would be extended to cover 

 
47 Note that there are two specific types of fee grant currently provided to (undergraduate full-time) students that have been 
excluded from the model. Specifically, the model does not take account of the tuition fee element and the field trip element of the 
fee grant. Based on our conversations with the DFHE, and information provided by Student Universal Support Ireland (SUSI), 
the annual funding provided through these elements is relatively small, and is only provided to students in relatively exceptional 
cases. As a result, it was agreed that these fee grant elements would not be included in the model, so that the analysis would 
instead focus on the student contribution element of the fee grant only (as this constitutes the core type of fee grant, provided to 
the vast majority of students). 
48 Note that, while the different types of fee support grants are available to both Irish and EU domiciled students studying in 
Ireland, maintenance grants are available to Irish domiciled students only.  
49 The HEA funding included in our model relates to any funding that is targeted at directly supporting institutions’ higher education 
teaching delivery. Specifically, following detailed conversations with the HEA, this funding includes the RGAM core grant itself, 
as well as several additional Department-directed, strategic or university/IoT top-slices that are specifically provided to support 
institutions’ teaching costs (see Section 4.2.3  for more information). 
50 i.e. this recommendation of the Cassells Review has already been implemented in the current Baseline system.  
51 Though we assume that other levies (typically covering administrative costs, also referred to as ‘capitation levies’ by some 
institutions) would continue to be charged at the same level as in the current system, where applicable.  
52 A more detailed discussion of the difference between the current level of resource available to Irish HEIs as compared to their 
costs of delivery, historical resource levels, and the funding available to institutions in other countries, was provided as part of 
Deliverable 3.1 of this project. Based on our findings, the model assumes that this alignment would require an additional uplift in 
the average HEA grant of €2,500 per full-time student per annum (and pro-rata for part-time students based on their study 
intensity/full-time equivalence). See Section 4.2.9 for more information on the assumptions on HEA grant funding. 
53 Under the current system, the standard maintenance grants are only available to undergraduate full-time students, while both 
undergraduate and postgraduate full-time students have access to the special maintenance grants (for students from households 
with very low reckonable income). Under each of the three options proposed by the Cassells Review, both the (enhanced) 
standard and special rate maintenance grants would be available to undergraduate and postgraduate students undertaking 
qualifications on a full-time or part-time basis. 
54 Based on conversations with the DFHE, we further assume an increase in the maximum reckonable income thresholds below 
which students are eligible for funding, for both the standard and special maintenance grants. For standard maintenance grants, 
given the fact that these income thresholds have not been increased since 2013, we have uprated all thresholds based on the 
growth in average weekly earnings in Industries B to E (Production, transport, craft and other manual workers) between 2013 
(Q2) and 2019 (Q2) (based on data from the Central Statistics Office (2020)). For special maintenance grants, we have instead 
uprated the threshold from €24,000 to €24,500, in line with the recent increase in the threshold for 2020/21.  
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all students55, 56. In other words, under Option 2, the fee funding currently only 
available to undergraduate full-time students would be extended to part-time and 
postgraduate students. As in Option 1, there would also be an increase in the level 
and coverage of maintenance grants as well as an increase in HEA block grant 
funding to align the resources available to HEIs more closely with the cost of delivery, 
historical benchmarks, and the jurisdictions with predominantly and adequately state-
funded HE systems; and  

 The combined increase in state funding with income-contingent student 
contribution loans as proposed under Option 3:  

This option would involve the same fee regime as Option 2, but with the student 
contribution raised to €5,000 per full-time student per year (and pro-rata for part-
time students). As with Option 2, all students’ tuition fees would be covered by the 
Free Fees Initiative; however, instead of grants covering the (higher) student 
contribution charge, students would be eligible for means-tested, income-
contingent student contribution loans57. Again, this option would also include an 
increase in the level and coverage of maintenance grants. Finally, this option 
would also cover an increase in the HEA block grant (to align the resources 
available to HEIs more closely with the cost of delivery, historical benchmarks, and 
the jurisdictions with predominantly and adequately state-funded HE systems); 
however, the required increase would be relatively lower than in Option 2, given that 
HEIs would also receive additional resources from the assumed increase in the 
student contribution charge58.  

In addition to these core funding options as proposed by the Cassells Review, the DFHE 
indicated an interest in the potential inclusion of maintenance loans in the model to 
supplement the Cassells Review’s proposals (which explicitly excluded loans of this type). As 
a result, to facilitate any potential internal analysis of loans of this type by the DFHE, the model 
also includes supplementary Option 4. This option uses the same assumptions as Option 3 
above, but, in addition to the enhanced standard and special maintenance grants, also 
includes income-contingent means-tested maintenance loans. These loans are assumed to 
top up any maintenance grants received, so that all students receive a total level of 
maintenance support that is equal to the special maintenance grant, either through grants only 
(for students from low-income households), a combination of loan and grant funding, or a loan 
only (for students from high-income households).  

 
55 Including undergraduate full-time students (as in the Baseline) as well as postgraduate and part-time students.  
56 We would thus assume that, in contrast to the current system (where only undergraduate full-time students’ fees include a 
student contribution charge), all students’ fees would be split into a tuition fee element, a student contribution charge (of €3,000 
per full-time student) and other levies (where applicable). Specifically, in instances where the average Baseline tuition fee per 
student per year is larger than €3,000 (for full-time students, and pro-rata for part-time students), we assume that, under Option 
2, students would be charged a student contribution of €3,000 per year, and a new tuition fee of [Baseline tuition fee minus 
€3,000]. In instances where the Baseline tuition fee was smaller than €3,000 (and pro-rata for part-time students), we instead 
assume that the entire amount of Baseline fee would be converted into a student contribution charge element (with associated 
grant funding available) under Option 2. See Section 4.2.8 for a more detailed discussion of the assumptions in relation to fees. 
57 These student contribution loans are relatively complex to model, as they necessitate the inclusion of post-graduation earnings 
and employment forecasts over graduates’ lifetimes, as well as a range of different loan repayment conditions within the model. 
The Cassells Review did not specify any of the loan repayment conditions underlying Option 3, and our model has been set up 
flexibly so that these assumptions can straightforwardly be varied. Based on previous conversations with the DFHE, the core 
assumptions currently included in the model include repayment of loans at 8% of earnings above €27,000 per year (with this 
threshold increasing with annual average earnings growth); 0% real interest charged during study; 0% real interest charged post-
graduation if earnings are less than €27,000, and 2% if earnings exceed this threshold (which again increases with annual 
average earnings growth). We further assume that full-time students become liable to start repaying their loans in the year post-
graduation (with actual repayments only required if their income exceeds the above threshold); part-time students become liable 
for repayment 3 years after enrolling or post-graduation (whichever comes first); and that any outstanding loan balance is written 
off 30 years after this repayment due date.  
58 In other words, given that the student contribution charge per (full-time) student in Option 3 would be €2,000 higher than in 
Option 2 (€5,000 rather than €3,000), the assumed HEA grant per (full-time) student would be €2,000 lower. 
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Figure 5 Illustration of the Macro underlying the model (for the ‘Sum_Agg’ sheet) 

 
Note: While the model also includes a supplementary Option 4, this is excluded from the above illustration. 
Source: LE Europe 
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Table 1 Overview of key funding scenarios modelled for Ireland 

Type of funding Baseline (current system) Option 1: Predominantly state-funded 
Option 2: Increased state funding with 

continuing fees 
Option 3: Increased state funding with 

income-contingent loans 

Fees  
(tuition fees, student 
contribution charge & 
other levies) 

Fees charged to all students 

UG FT fees include 
 €3,000 student contribution charge. This 

charge does not apply to UG PT, PG FT or 
PG PT students (i.e. these students are 

charged only a tuition fee and other levies (as 
applicable)). 

Zero tuition fees and student contribution 
charges for all students 

Other levies charged at same level as in 
Baseline 

Fees charged to all students 

All students (at all levels and modes) are 
charged a student contribution of €3,000 (pro-

rata for PT), with FFI covering tuition fees.  

Fees charged to all students 

All students (at all levels and modes) are 
charged a student contribution charge of 

€5,000 (pro-rata for PT), with FFI covering 
tuition fees.  

Tuition fees are the same as in Option 2 – so 
that the total fee increases for all students.  

Free Fees Initiative 
(FFI) 

For UG FT students only 
(covering tuition fee element) 

- 
(zero fees) 

Extended to all students 
(covering tuition fee element) 

Extended to all students 
(covering tuition fee element) 

Student contribution 
element of fee grant 

UG FT students only 
(covering student contribution charge) 

- 
(zero fees) 

Extended to all students 
(covering student contribution charge) 

- 
(replaced by loan) 

Student contribution 
loan 

- - - 

Maximum of €5,000 (pro-rata for PT) for all 
students (non-means-tested) 

€27,000 repayment threshold (increasing with 
annual earnings growth);8% repayment rate 
on income above threshold; 0% real interest 

during study, 0 or 2% real interest after 
(depending on income); loan write-off 30 

years post-grad./after repayment due date1 

PG fee contribution 
(standard rate) 2 

PG FT students only 
- 

(zero fees) 
- 

(all students funded through FFI) 
- 

(all students funded through FFI) 

PG fee contribution 
(special rate)2 PG FT students only 

- 
(zero fees) 

- 
(all students funded through FFI) 

- 
(all students funded through FFI) 

Standard rate 
maintenance grant 

UG FT students from Ireland only Increased grant levels, extended to cover UG PT, PG FT and PG PT students from Ireland (pro-rata basis for PT students) 

Special rate 
maintenance grant 

UG FT and PG FT students from Ireland only Increased grant levels, extended to cover UG PT and PG PT students from Ireland (pro-rata basis for PT students) 

Core recurrent HEA 
grant 

Current funding per student per year. 
All students. 

Increase in funding to: 
- Compensate for lost HEI income from 

abolition of tuition fees and student 
contribution charges 

- Align funding more closely with costs of 
institutional delivery, historic 

benchmarks, and jurisdictions operating 
predominantly state-funded systems 

Increase in funding to align more closely with 
costs of institutional delivery, historic 

benchmarks, and jurisdictions operating 
predominantly state-funded systems 

Increase in funding to align more closely with 
costs of institutional delivery, historic 

benchmarks, and jurisdictions operating 
predominantly state-funded systems (net of 
the additional HEI income arising from the 

higher student contribution charge) 

Employer funding 
(through NTF) 

Current funding per student per year3. 
All students. 

Same as baseline 

Note: 1. The analysis assumes that full-time students first become liable to repay their loan (depending on their income) in the year post-graduation. For part-time students, the model assumes that these students become 
liable to repay their loan 3 years after they first enrolled, or in the year post-graduation – whichever comes first. 2. Postgraduate fee contributions are also referred to as postgraduate fee contribution grants, or postgraduate 
fee grants. 3. The Cassells Review’s recommendation of collecting employer funding for higher education through the National Training Fund has already been implemented. Therefore, this type of funding is included in 
the Baseline scenario modelled here (and is assumed to be provided at the same level in each of the alternative funding scenarios).  
Source: LE Europe, based on proposals put forward by the Cassells Review (see Expert Group on Future Funding for Higher Education (2016)) and conversations with the DFHE 
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 Cohort of students considered 

 

 

As outlined above, the model focuses on the cohort of students who started higher education 
qualifications in Ireland in the 2019-20 academic year, assessing the funding costs of each 
of the above options associated with these students over their entire study duration (as well 
as any loan repayments made by these students post-graduation, where applicable). In terms 
of information on the number and characteristics of students in this cohort, we make use of 
data provided by the Higher Education Authority on the total number of students enrolled in 
higher education in Ireland in the 2017-18 academic year – the latest year for which this 
information is currently available (see the ‘Enrol’ sheet within the model). In other words, in 
the absence of more recent comprehensive and granular student data, we assume that the 
number and characteristics of students enrolled in HE in Ireland in 2019-20 are the same as 
in 2017-18.  

Specifically, we made use of information on the total of approximately 93,160 first-year 
students included in the data provided by the HEA59. Based on the coverage and eligibility 
rules of the current (Baseline) HE funding system and the different alternative systems 
proposed by the funding review, to arrive at the key cohort of interest that is assumed to be 
funded under these different regimes, we then excluded any students undertaking non-major 
awards60, any remote students (including E-learning, distance education or in-service 
education), and any students with a non-EU or unknown domicile61. Following these 
exclusions, the model thus focuses on the number of Irish62 and EU domiciled first-year 
students who started HE qualifications leading to major awards, on a full-time or part-
time basis, in Ireland in 2019-20. Figure 6 provides an overview of the resulting 62,740 first-
year students included in the cohort of relevance (see the ‘Enrol_Start’ sheet for more 
detailed information on the cohort by level of study, mode of study, institution type, domicile 
and gender).  

Note that the model is static with respect to this student cohort, as it assumes the same size 
and composition of the 2019-20 cohort under each of the different funding options as under 
the current (Baseline) system. In other words, the model asserts that there would be no 
changes in the size or characteristics of the cohort if these students had instead been funded 
through any of the alternative funding systems proposed by the Cassells Review. In reality, it 
is likely that the lower effective costs of attaining HE in Ireland under the different alternative 
options (e.g. driven by the increased maintenance grants under all scenarios, or the abolition 
of tuition fees under Option 1) might result in an increase in the number of first-year students 
enrolling in higher education each year. However, given the difficulty in assessing these 
impacts, and to allow for a more like-for-like comparison of the different scenarios, the model 
does not account for these dynamic effects on student behaviour.  

 
59 Note that there was no single variable available within the HEA data to readily identify first-year students within the total 
enrolments in 2017-18. Specifically, the 'NE_Flag' variable included in the data only flags students who are new to HE in Ireland 
who are undertaking full-time undergraduate courses. For all other types of students (where ‘NE_Flag’=’N’), we instead make 
use of a separate variable on students’ course year, assuming that all students with a course year of 1 are first-year students.   
60 Including Foundation and Access, Undergraduate Occasional, Certificates, Diplomas, Postgraduate Occasional, and 
Postgraduate Certificates. We also excluded any students whose level of study was indicated as ‘N/A’ (e.g. FETAC students).  
61 In addition, we further exclude those (very few) students with an ‘undeclared’ gender, as well as any students studying at the 
Royal College of Surgeons Ireland (RCSI). In terms of the latter, based on conversations with the HEA, given the different nature 
of the RCSI, this institution was excluded from the calculations of average HEA grants and fees (rather than being grouped in 
with colleges, as is normally the case). For internal consistency within the analysis, we have therefore excluded the RCSI from 
the student cohort of interest. 
62 Note that Irish domiciled students here exclude any students from Northern Ireland. We also exclude any Irish students studying 
in Northern Ireland.   

Raw HEA enrolment data in 2017-18Enrol

Summary of first-year enrolments (i.e. 
student cohort)

Enrol_
Start
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Figure 6 Overview of the 2019-20 cohort of first-year students attending Irish HEIs 
included in the model 

By domicile and study level 

 

By study mode By type of institution 

  
Note: All student numbers have bene rounded to the nearest 5, and may not add up precisely to the totals due to this rounding.  
Source: LE Europe’s analysis based on data provided by the Higher Education Authority 

 Average age at enrolment and duration of study 

 

Another key set of cohort characteristics required for the analysis relates to students’ average 
duration of study (to enable an analysis of the funding costs associated with the cohort over 
its entire period of study), as well as the average age at enrolment of students within the cohort 
(to facilitate the analysis of graduate earnings (and resulting loan repayments) required to 
assess the cost of the proposed student loans under the Cassells Review’s Option 3 
specifically). These assumptions are derived in the ‘Age_Dur’ sheet within the model. 

The information on students’ average age at enrolment is based on information on students’ 
age included the above-discussed 2017-18 HEA enrolment data, from which we calculate the 
average age across all first-year students in 2017-18 (separately by study level (for major 
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awards only) and mode (again including full-time and part-time students only, but excluding 
remote students).  

The information on average duration of study is also based on 2017-18 HEA enrolment data, 
as these include information on students’ anticipated course length (in years). Based on this, 
for full-time students, we calculate the average anticipated course length across all first-year 
students in 2017-18 (by study level, again for major awards only)63. We then divide these full-
time durations by the average part-time study intensity (i.e. full-time equivalence64), to arrive 
at assumed study durations for part-time students. These average study durations capture 
the assumed time required to complete each qualification of interest.  

We then apply these assumptions on age at enrolment and study duration (presented in Table 
2) to the 2019-20 cohort of students (i.e. we again assume the same characteristics for the 
2019-20 cohort as for the 2017-18 cohort of students).  

Table 2 Assumed average age at enrolment, duration of study, and age at 
graduation among students in the 2019-20 cohort (in years) - by study level and mode  

Level of study 
Age at enrolment Duration of study* Age at graduation 

Full-time Part-time Full-time Part-time Full-time Part-time 

Higher Certificate 22 30 2 3 24 33 

Ordinary Degree 21 32 3 5 24 37 

Honours Degree 20 33 3 5 23 38 

Higher Diploma 30 38 1 2 31 40 

Postgrad. Diploma 33 38 1 2 34 40 

Masters (Taught) 26 36 1 2 27 38 

Masters (Research) 28 32 2 3 30 35 

Doctorate 29 40 4 7 33 47 
Note: All average ages and average study durations are rounded to the nearest full year.  

* Duration of study captures the assumed average time required to complete each qualification of interest. 
Source: LE Europe’s analysis based on data provided by the Higher Education Authority 

 Adjusting for annual continuation/completion rates 

 

 

The above information provided an overview of the assumed number of students starting HE 
qualifications in Ireland in the 2019-20 academic year. To analyse the aggregate costs and 
macroeconomic impacts of these students throughout their entire study period, it is necessary 
to adjust for students’ expected annual progression/final-year completion rates. 

To achieve this, we made use of information provided by the HEA on full-time undergraduate 
students’ progression rates65 in the year after entry66. This data was available for NFQ67 
Levels 6 to 8 at Institutes of Technology, and Level 8 qualifications at universities and colleges, 

 
63 Note that, due to data quality issues highlighted by the HEA, we clean the data on anticipated course length by overwriting the 
original 4 year average duration for Honours Degrees with an assumed 3 year anticipated course length.  
64 Please refer to Section 4.2.10 for more information on the assumed part-time study intensity.  
65 Non-progression is defined as instances in which a new entrant student’s ID does not appear in their institution’s data return 
for the following academic year. Re-enrolling, repeat and internal transfer students are identified separately in the analysis; 
however, non-progression includes external transfer students, as it is not possible to distinguish these students from non-
progressing students. 
66 Specifically, we use data on the non-progression rates in 2017-18 of students who entered higher education in the 2016-17 
academic year (which is the most recent information currently available). 
67 Irish National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ).  

Assumed annual progression and final-
year completion rates

Compl

First-year enrolments expected to 
progress through/complete studies

Enrol_
Compl
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respectively. We then assigned these progression rates by aggregate NFQ study level to the 
more detailed qualification levels included in our model (separately by institution type)68. 

We also made use of data on the completion rates of 2007-08 higher education entrants 
by 2016-17, published by the Higher Education Authority69. Again, this data was available for 
full-time undergraduate entrants only, for Level 6 to 8 qualifications at IoTs, and Level 8 
qualifications (only) at universities and colleges. Again, we then assigned these completion 
rates by aggregate NFQ level to the more detailed qualification levels included within the 
analysis (separately by institution type and using the same approach as for first-year 
progression rates). 

We then combined these two data sources with the above information on average study 
duration/time to completion (see Table 2) to estimate the 2019-20 student cohorts’ progression 
rates throughout all years of study, as well as the likelihood of completing each given 
qualification in the final year of study (separately by study level, mode and institution type70; 
see the ‘Compl’ sheet and Table 3). Specifically:  

 For qualifications that require more than one year to complete, we: 

 Use the above-discussed first-year progression rates as the assumed proportion 
of students completing Year 1 (where we assume that any drop-out occurs at the 
beginning of each year);  

 Use the above completion rates as the assumed proportion of students that 
progress through the final year of study and complete the qualification;  

 Assume equal annual drop-out rates between the first and final year of study, 
based on the difference between the proportion of students completing the first 
and last year; and  

 For qualifications that require only one year to complete, we use the above 
completion rates as the assumed proportion of students progressing through the 
single year of study and completing the qualification at the end.  

To provide an example, for Honours Degrees students at universities, the above-discussed 
HEA data indicate a progression rate of 92% after the first year of study, and a completion 
rate of 83%. Based on these numbers, for students undertaking full-time Honours Degrees 
(with a typical study duration of 3 years) we thus assume that 92% of students who start these 
qualifications progress through the first year (while 8% are assumed to drop out at the 
beginning of the year, i.e. shortly after enrolling), 87.5% progress through the second year, 
and 83% are expected to progress through the third year and complete their degree (i.e. 
4.5%71 of entrants are assumed to drop out between the first and second year and between 
the second and third year, respectively) 

 
68 Specifically, at undergraduate level, we apply the Level 6, 7 and 8 first-year progression rates to students undertaking Higher 
Certificates, Ordinary Degrees and Honours Degrees (respectively), where available. For universities and colleges, the data did 
not provide information for Level 6 and Level 7 qualifications; hence, we instead imputed these rates by multiplying the respective 
Level 8 progression rate or universities/colleges by the ratio of Level 6/7 to Level 8 progression rates within Institutes of 
Technology.  
The HEA progression data did not include any information for postgraduate students. Hence, to fill these gaps, we assumed the 
same first-year progression rates for postgraduate students as for (Level 8) Honours Degrees (separately by institution type).  
69 Higher Education Authority (2020), ‘An Analysis of completion in Irish higher education: 2007/08 entrants’ (link). These 
completion rates are based on graduation within the same institution up to the class of 2016 graduations. 
70 Note that we assume the same progression/completion rates irrespective of students’ domicile or gender. 
71 This is calculated as [92% (first-year progression) - 83% (final-year completion)] / [(3 (study duration) – 1]. 

https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2019/02/HEA-Analysis-of-Completion-in-Irish-Higher-Education-Report-Release.pdf
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Table 3 Assumed progression and final-year completion rates among students in 
the 2019-20 cohort - by year of study, level, mode and institution type 

Level, mode, and inst. 
type 

Av. study 
duration 

(yrs) 

Year of study 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Universities         

F
u

ll
-t

im
e
 

Higher Certificate 2 83% 71% - - - - - 

Ordinary Degree 3 83% 76% 68% - - - - 

Honours Degree 3 92% 88% 83% - - - - 

Higher Diploma 1 83% - - - - - - 

Postgraduate Diploma 1 83% - - - - - - 

Masters (Taught) 1 83% - - - - - - 

Masters (Research) 2 92% 83% - - - - - 

Doctorate 4 92% 89% 86% 83% - - - 

P
a

rt
-t

im
e
 

Higher Certificate 3 83% 77% 71% - - - - 

Ordinary Degree 5 - - - - - - - 

Honours Degree 5 92% 90% 88% 85% 83% - - 

Higher Diploma 2 92% 83% - - - - - 

Postgraduate Diploma 2 92% 83% - - - - - 

Masters (Taught) 2 92% 83% - - - - - 

Masters (Research) 3 92% 88% 83% - - - - 

Doctorate 7 92% 91% 89% 88% 86% 85% 83% 

          

Institutes of Technology         

F
u

ll
-t

im
e
 

Higher Certificate 2 77% 63% - - - - - 

Ordinary Degree 3 77% 69% 61% - - - - 

Honours Degree 3 85% 80% 74% - - - - 

Higher Diploma 1 74% - - - - - - 

Postgraduate Diploma 1 74% - - - - - - 

Masters (Taught) 1 74% - - - - - - 

Masters (Research) 2 85% 74% - - - - - 

Doctorate 4 85% 81% 78% 74% - - - 

P
a

rt
-t

im
e
 

Higher Certificate 3 77% 70% 63% - - - - 

Ordinary Degree 5 77% 73% 69% 65% 61% - - 

Honours Degree 5 85% 82% 80% 77% 74% - - 

Higher Diploma 2 85% 74% - - - - - 

Postgraduate Diploma 2 85% 74% - - - - - 

Masters (Taught) 2 85% 74% - - - - - 

Masters (Research) 3 85% 80% 74% - - - - 

Doctorate 7 85% 83% 81% 80% 78% 76% 74% 

          

Colleges         

F
u

ll
-t

im
e
 

Higher Certificate 2 - - - - - - - 

Ordinary Degree 3 85% 81% 77% - - - - 

Honours Degree 3 94% 94% 94% - - - - 

Higher Diploma 1 - - - - - - - 

Postgraduate Diploma 1 94% - - - - - - 

Masters (Taught) 1 94% - - - - - - 

Masters (Research) 2 94% 94% - - - - - 

Doctorate 4 94% 94% 94% 94% - - - 

P
a

rt
-t

im
e
 

Higher Certificate 3 - - - - - - - 

Ordinary Degree 5 - - - - - - - 

Honours Degree 5 94% 94% 94% 94% 94% - - 

Higher Diploma 2 - - - - - - - 

Postgraduate Diploma 2 94% 94% - - - - - 

Masters (Taught) 2 94% 94% - - - - - 

Masters (Research) 3 - - - - - - - 

Doctorate 7 94% 94% 94% 94% 94% 94% 94% 
Note: Gaps arise where the year of study exceeds the assumed average study duration per student, or where there are no 
students of the given type included in the 2019-20 cohort. Constant percentages over time arise where the first-year 
progression rate is exactly equal to the completion rate included in the original data (so that we assume no year-on-year drop-
out). Note that this occurs for some students at colleges only, so affects a relatively small number of students in the cohort.  
Source: LE Europe’s analysis, based on data provided by the Higher Education Authority 
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Note that this approach leads to different assumed year-on-year progression rates across full-
time and part-time students. This is driven by the fact that, while we assume the same first-
year progression rates and final-year completion rates across these two groups of students, 
the longer study durations for part-time students imply relatively lower estimated annual drop-
out rates between the first and the last year of study72.  

 Graduate emigration rates 

 

In addition to the probability of students completing their qualifications, for those that do, the 
analysis further takes account of the expected likelihood of staying in Ireland vs. 
emigrating post-graduation – separately for Irish domiciled and EU domiciled students. As 
part of the analysis of the costs associated with income-contingent student loans (Option 373), 
this allows us to incorporate potential loan repayments from overseas. 

To generate these assumptions, for full-time students, we combined: 

 Information from the HEA’s most recent Graduate Outcomes Survey74 (for students 
who graduated in 2017) on the proportion of employed Irish higher education 
graduates living in Ireland 9 months post-graduation (separately for Irish vs. non-
Irish domiciled students and qualification level)75; and 

 OECD international migration statistics76 (for 2010/1177) on the proportion of 
individuals in possession of higher education qualifications78 living in Ireland 
(separately for individuals born in Ireland or in other European countries). The 
information is available by age band, and thus allows us to calculate the difference in 
the likelihood of graduates living in Ireland ‘over time’ (i.e. across different age 
bands)79.  

Specifically, we use the information from the Graduate Outcomes Survey (9 months post-
graduation, separately for Irish vs non-Irish domiciled graduates) as the assumed likelihood of 
graduates living in Ireland between 15-34 (i.e. at the age of graduation up to the age of 34). 
From the OECD data, we then calculate the difference in the likelihood of graduates living in 
Ireland between ages 35-44 as compared to 15-34 (separately for individuals born in Ireland 
vs. in other European countries), and apply this to the assumptions from the Graduate 
Outcome Survey (for ages 15-34). We assume that there are no changes in this likelihood 
after age 44 (i.e. we assume that graduates are ‘settled’ at age 44 and no longer migrate 
between Ireland and other countries).  

We then apply these assumptions by age band to the corresponding individual ages within 
each band, and calculate an average likelihood of living in Ireland over the entire period 

 
72 For example, for Honours Degrees, while we assume that 4.5% of full-time entrants drop out between the first and second and 
the second and third year of study (as above), the corresponding annual drop-out rate for part-time entrants stands at 
approximately 2% (see Table 3). 
73 As well as supplementary Option 4 (including maintenance loans). 
74 Higher Education Authority (2019), ‘Graduate Outcomes Survey, Class of 2017’ (link). 
75 Including NFQ Level 6/7, Honours Degrees, postgraduate taught and postgraduate research qualifications. 
76 OECD (2019), ‘Database on Immigrants in OECD and non-OECD Countries: DIOC, Reference years 2010/11’ (link). 
77 2010/11 was the latest year for which the required breakdown for country of birth and country of residence was available.  
78 Specifically, the information relates to individuals with ISCED 5A/5B (first stage of tertiary education (Bachelor and Master)) 
and ISCED 6 (second stage of tertiary education (PhD)) qualifications. 
79 Note that the OECD data do not provide a true reflection of the likelihood of a given individual living in Ireland over time, since 
the information is based on a cross-section of all individuals living in Ireland in 2010/11 (by age band), rather than panel data 
tracking individuals over time.   

Emigration: Assumed % of students 
staying in Ireland post-graduation

Emig

https://hea.ie/statistics/information-for-institutions/graduate-outcomes-survey/
https://www.oecd.org/els/mig/dioc.htm
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post-graduation – separately by qualification level and domicile80. This information is 
presented in Table 4. 

For part-time students, we assume a 100% probability of living in Ireland for all years post-
graduation (based on the fact that part-time students are typically much older than full-time 
students (see Table 2), and are therefore assumed to be fully settled in Ireland). 

Table 4 Assumed average likelihood of living in Ireland post-graduation, by level of 
study, domicile and study mode 

Level of study 
Irish domiciled students EU domiciled students 

Full-time Part-time Full-time Part-time 

Higher Certificate 90% 100% 52% 100% 

Ordinary Degree 90% 100% 52% 100% 

Honours Degree 88% 100% 52% 100% 

Higher Diploma 87% 100% 63% 100% 

Postgraduate Diploma 86% 100% 62% 100% 

Masters (Taught) 87% 100% 63% 100% 

Masters (Research) 80% 100% 58% 100% 

Doctorate 80% 100% 58% 100% 
Source: LE Europe’s analysis, based on information provided by the HEA81, SUSI, and the OECD82 

 Distribution of students by reckonable income 

 

To be able to replicate the means-testing of the student support grants currently provided by 
SUSI, a key piece of required information relates to students’ reckonable income. Based on 
conversations with SUSI and the HEA, there is currently no comprehensive information 
available on the distribution of the total higher education student population in Ireland by 
reckonable income83. In the absence of this information, we therefore combined three 
separate data sources to estimate the distribution of students by reckonable income. 

As a first source, we used information provided by SUSI on the distribution of SUSI grant-
funded students in 2017-18 by reckonable income band (separately for undergraduate 
and postgraduate students)84. A key issue with these data is that they cover funded students 
only (rather than the entire population of students). As a result, while the data are expected to 
cover a relatively large share of the overall student body for lower reckonable income bands 
(where SUSI grant funding is typically available), the information is relatively sparse for 
students on higher reckonable income bands (given that these students usually do not qualify 
for SUSI funding). In addition, a further issue relates to the fact that the SUSI information was 
only broken down by relatively aggregated reckonable income bands (of €5,000 per band).  

 
80 For Irish domiciled students, we combine the information on Irish domiciled students from the Graduate Outcomes Survey with 
the data for individuals born in Ireland from the OECD migration statistics. For EU domiciled students, we combine the information 
on international students from the Graduate Outcomes Survey with the data for individuals born in other European countries 
(excluding Ireland). 
81 Higher Education Authority (2019), ‘Graduate Outcomes Survey, Class of 2017’ (link). 
82 OECD (2019), ‘Database on Immigrants in OECD and non-OECD Countries: DIOC, Reference years 2010/11’ (link). 
83 Note that, in addition to the data sources mentioned below, the HEA also provided us with separate information on the 
breakdown of 2017-18 enrolments by median gross household income within the Electoral District of each student’s home 
address. However, there were significant differences between this information and the actual distribution of funded students by 
household income provided by SUSI (discussed in further detail below). These large discrepancies are likely driven by the fact 
that the HEA data only capture the typical characteristics within a given Electoral District, rather than the specific characteristics 
of the households of students attending HE. As a result, we refrained from using this information in the model. 
84 Specifically, based on current eligibility rules, the information relates to SUSI-funded Irish and EU domiciled students 
undertaking full-time major awards in Ireland (but excludes any part-time students). We exclude any data on students studying 
in Northern Ireland or at other institutions abroad.  

Assumed distribution of students in 
cohort by reckonable income

HHinc

https://hea.ie/statistics/information-for-institutions/graduate-outcomes-survey/
https://www.oecd.org/els/mig/dioc.htm
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To overcome the first issue (coverage of funded students only), we therefore combined the 
SUSI data with HEA information on total enrolments in 2017-1885 (again separately for 
undergraduate and postgraduate students). To estimate a breakdown of all enrolments by 
reckonable income band, we combined these two sources as follows: 

 For undergraduate students: 

 For reckonable income of up to €55,000 (which is essentially the maximum 
reckonable income level at which support is available for undergraduate students 
in the current system given representative household characteristics (i.e. average 
number of other ‘relevant’ dependents in third-level education)), we assume that 
all students are in receipt of SUSI grants – i.e. that the number of funded students 
equals the total number of enrolments below this threshold. In other words, we 
assume that the SUSI data include all students with reckonable income of up to 
€55,000. 

 For reckonable income of between €55,000 and €60,000, we assume that only 
10% of all students are in receipt of SUSI grants (i.e. that the SUSI data cover 
only 10% of total enrolments within this income band).  

 For reckonable income of more than €60,000, we assume that there are no 
students who are funded by SUSI grants.  

 For postgraduate students: 

 Based on the different reckonable income thresholds for postgraduate students in 
the current system, for reckonable income of up to €35,000, we assume that all 
students are in receipt of SUSI grants – i.e. that the number of funded students 
equals the total number of enrolments below this threshold86.  

 For reckonable income of more than €35,000, we assume that there are no 
students in receipt of SUSI grants.  

We then combined the resulting distributions by €5,000 income band (from the SUSI 
information, for undergraduate and postgraduate students separately) with pooled EU Survey 
of Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC)87 data for Ireland on the breakdown of all higher 
education students into €1,000 household income bands88. These more granular income 
bands then allowed for a more refined replication of the means-testing of the different student 
support grants offered by SUSI89.  

 Average earnings and employment probabilities (during study and post-
graduation) 

      

      

 
85 See the ‘Enroll_All’ sheet within the model; this is based on same HEA enrolment data that was used to identify the number of 
first-year students in the cohort in 2017-18 (see Section 4.2.2). To match the corresponding SUSI information, here, we include 
(first-year and continuing) Irish and EU students undertaking full-time major awards in Ireland only (excluding part-time students 
or any non-major awards).  
86 This assumed threshold for postgraduate students is much smaller than for undergraduate students, given that, in the current 
system, postgraduate students are only eligible for a relatively limited range of grants, with lower associated income thresholds.  
87 See Central Statistics Office (2018). 'European Union Survey of Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) [dataset], Irish Social 
Science Data Archive', (link). We used pooled EU-SILC data for Ireland for 2005 to 2017. 
88 Household income relates to total gross household income after social transfers, and all values have been converted to 2019 
prices using Eurostat data on the annual Harmonised Index of Consumer Prices (HICP). The information is based on individuals 
with an employment status recorded as 'student', undertaking education at third level (including non-degree students as well as 
students undertaking degrees or above). 
89 Note that the above assumptions with respect to the distribution of students by reckonable household income were calibrated 
against information on average grant levels per student in 2017-18 provided by SUSI, to ensure that our estimated average grants 
per student were closely aligned with the actual level of grants paid.   

Raw earnings dataW_Raw Raw employment rates dataE_Raw

Pre-graduation earnings and 
employment (during PT study)

W&E_S
Post-graduation earnings and 

employment (post-graduation)
W&E_G

http://www.ucd.ie/issda/data/eusurveyofincomeandlivingconditionseu-silc/
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Given the income-contingent nature of the repayable student loans proposed under Option 3 
of the Cassells Review90, the assessment of the costs associated with these loans relies on 
granular forecasts of graduates’ age-earnings profiles (adjusted for the likelihood of 
employment). To generate these, we used the above-mentioned pooled EU-SILC data91 to 
estimate average earnings92 (in 2019 prices) among individuals living in Ireland by gender, 
age band93, highest qualification level achieved94, and earnings quintile95. This information is 
included in the ‘W_Raw’ sheet. Since the original data were only available for relatively 
aggregated age bands, we subsequently ‘smoothed’ the data to achieve more continuous age-
earnings curves (within the ‘W&E_G’ sheet). In addition, we adjust the age-earnings profiles 
(by gender, qualification level96, and quintile) to account for the fact that earnings are expected 
to increase over time (using European Commission and Department of Finance forecasts of 
average nominal earnings growth per year97). 

To assess loan repayments for part-time students (who are assumed to become eligible for 
repayment during their studies98), we further estimate the earnings of individuals in possession 
of upper secondary education (for students undertaking undergraduate qualifications) or third-
level education at degree level or above (for students undertaking postgraduate qualifications) 
as their highest attainment. This provides us with estimates of part-time students’ earnings 
during study by age band (again by gender, qualification level, and quintile), which we again 
‘smooth’ and adjust for average earnings forecasts to achieve age-earnings profiles during 
study (see the ‘W&E_S’ sheet). 

Both of these types of age-earnings profiles were then adjusted for the probability of 
employment, using pooled Labour Force Survey (for 2014 to 2019) provided to us by the 
Central Statistics Office (by highest qualification attained99, gender, and age band). As with 
earnings, the employment probabilities by age band were ‘smoothed’ to achieve more 
continuous age-employment profiles. 

 
90 As well as supplementary Option 4 (including maintenance loans). 
91 See Central Statistics Office (2018). 'European Union Survey of Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) [dataset], Irish Social 
Science Data Archive', (link). Again, we use pooled EU SILC data for the years 2005 to 2017. Earnings in all years have been 
converted to 2019 prices using Eurostat data on the annual Harmonised Index of Consumer Prices (HICP) for Ireland.  
92 Specifically, the analysis includes earnings for individuals in employment only (based on the International Labour Organisation’s 
definition of employment), and these earnings are subsequently adjusted separately for the likelihood of employment (discussed 
in more detail below). Average earnings include income from employment and self-employment, and exclude extreme outliers 
(top and bottom 1% of the earnings distribution), individuals who did not respond to the EU-SILC survey questionnaire 
themselves, and respondents who indicated that they were in employment but reported zero earnings.  
93 The EU-SILC data only includes a small number of (relatively aggregated) age bands (i.e. 15-24, 25-49, 50-64, and 65+). 
94 Qualification levels are based on the EU-SILC variable edu, which captures individuals' highest level of education attained. 
Ideally, rather than highest qualification, the analysis would be based on the earnings of individuals in possession of different HE 
qualifications irrespective  of whether this is their highest qualification achieved (e.g. for Honours Degrees, the analysis would 
ideally take account of any earnings associated with any additional postgraduate qualifications achieved by Honours Degree 
graduates). However, the EU-SILC data does not capture information on all qualifications achieved by respondents. 
In addition, in terms of the highest qualification achieved, the EU-SILC data only record two very high-level groups of HE 
qualifications, including ‘third level – non-degree’ and ‘third level – degree and above’, with no further breakdown into any more 
detailed qualifications.  
95 In terms of quintile, we calculate the average earnings across individuals within each income quintile. The focus on income 
quintiles was driven by the sample sizes available within the EU-SILC data, where a more disaggregated income distribution (e.g. 
by earnings deciles) was not achievable. 
96 For students undertaking Higher Certificates and Ordinary Degrees, we apply the EU-SILC estimates for individuals with ‘third 
level – non-degree’ qualifications as their highest qualification. For all other students (i.e. Honours Degree and postgraduate 
students), we apply the estimates for individuals with ‘third-level - degree and above’,  
97 For 2022 onwards, we apply average nominal earnings growth forecasts from the Department of Finance’s Budget 2020 
forecasts (see Department of Finance (2020), ‘Budget 2020: Economic and Fiscal Outlook’ (link)). For the years 2020 and 2021, 
to take account of more recent estimates incorporating the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, we use the most recent forecasts 
published by the European Commission (European Commission (2020), 'Spring 2020 Economic Forecast: A deep and uneven 
recession, an uncertain recovery' (link)). 
98 After their third year of study; see Section 4.2.1 for more information. 
99 Including ‘higher secondary’ (which we apply to estimate undergraduate part-time students’ employment rates during study), 
‘third level non-Honours Degree’ (which we apply to estimate the post-graduation employment probabilities of students 
undertaking Higher Certificates and Ordinary Degrees), and ‘third level Honours Degree’ (which we use to estimate postgraduate 
part-time students’ employment rates during study, as well as the post-graduation employment probabilities of students 
undertaking Honours Degrees or postgraduate qualifications). 

http://www.ucd.ie/issda/data/eusurveyofincomeandlivingconditionseu-silc/
http://www.budget.gov.ie/Budgets/2020/2020.aspx
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-performance-and-forecasts/economic-forecasts/spring-2020-economic-forecast-deep-and-uneven-recession-uncertain-recovery_en
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 Average fees per student 

      

 

To estimate the average annual fees per student in the 2019-20 cohort in the Baseline system, 
we divided institutions’ total fee income received in 2017-18 by the number of underlying total 
enrolments in that academic year.  

Specifically, for students enrolled in universities and colleges, we made use of data provided 
by the HEA on these institutions’ total fee income (including the tuition fee, student contribution 
charge and other levy components) received in 2017-18100. This allowed us to calculate the 
fee income associated with Irish and EU domiciled students only101, broken down by institution 
type, study level (undergraduate vs. postgraduate students) and study mode.  

To generate estimates of average total fee per student per year (in the ‘Fees_PS’ sheet), we 
then divided the fee income associated with each group of students by the corresponding 
number of Irish and EU domiciled HE enrolments studying in Ireland in 2017-18 (broken down 
into the same groups, and based on above-mentioned HEA enrolment information)102. For 
part-time students, some of the resulting average fees were much lower than expected based 
on these students’ average study intensity (i.e. full-time equivalence)103. We thus re-estimated 
part-time fees by multiplying the corresponding full-time fee by part-time students’ average 
study intensity (separately for undergraduate and postgraduate students). We then adjusted 
these 2017-18 fees to 2019-20 prices104. 

Having thus assessed the total assumed fees charged by universities and colleges in 2019-
20, the analysis then split these fees into its three constituent components – i.e. the tuition fee, 
student contribution charge, and other levies (see the ‘D’ sheet for this split). Based on 
conversations with the HEA, while different institutions charge different levels of other levies 
(e.g. administrative/student centre/capitation levies), we assume a flat rate of €200 per student 
charged by universities, and €100 per student for colleges105. In addition, for undergraduate 
students, we split out the €3,000 student contribution charge from the total fee (pro-rata for 
part-time students).  

We applied a similar methodology to estimate the average fees charged to students enrolled 
in Institutes of Technology. For this, the HEA provided us with data on total tuition fee 
income received by IoTs in the 2017-18 academic year106. This allowed us to calculate the 
tuition fee income associated with Irish and EU domiciled full-time students107, separately at 

 
100 These raw fee income data are included in the ‘Fees_UniColl’ sheet.  
101 i.e. excluding non-EU students, as these have not been included in our model.  
102 See the ‘Enroll_All’ sheet. Here, we include (first-year and continuing) Irish and EU students undertaking full-time or part-time 
major undergraduate or postgraduate qualifications in Ireland only (again excluding any non-major awards). Note that the 
information for colleges excludes the Royal College of Surgeons, as this is excluded from the fee income data for colleges.  
103 See Section 4.2.10 for more information on the assumptions on part-time study intensity.  
104 Using historical HICP inflation rates published by the Department of Finance (Department of Finance (2020), ‘Budget 2020: 
Economic and Fiscal Outlook’ (link)). 
105 We assume the same amount of other levies charged per full-time and part-time student (i.e. we do not make any pro-rata 
adjustment for part-time students based on their average study intensity). 
106 Note that the information was taken directly from each institution’s accounts, and was therefore provided in an inconsistent 
format, and with inconsistent granularity, across different institutions. In addition, for two out of the 12 IoTs for which information 
was provided, the tuition fee income data related to the 2018-19 academic year (rather than 2017-18 for all other institutions). 
Further note that the data for IoTs include a single consolidated account for the new Technological University Dublin, which was 
established as a merger between the Dublin Institute of Technology, IT Tallaght, Dublin, and IT Blanchardstown in early 2019 
(but was included as part of the IoTs data since these dated prior to this merger).  
107 Note that the original tuition fee income data for part-time students did not include a split by study level.  

Raw fee income data for Institutes of 
Technology

Fees
_IoTs

Raw fee income data for universities 
and colleges

Fees_
UniColl

Derived average fees per student per 
year

Fees_PS

http://www.budget.gov.ie/Budgets/2020/2020.aspx
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undergraduate and postgraduate level108. Again, we then divided these numbers by the 
corresponding number of Irish and EU domiciled HE enrolments in 2017-18; estimated the 
tuition fees per part-time student by multiplying the full-time tuition fee by the assumed average 
study intensity for part-time students; and adjusted for inflation to arrive at estimated tuition 
fees in 2019-20 prices.  

This provided us with estimates of the average tuition fee per student. In terms of other fee 
components, we assumed that IoTs do not charge any levies of this type (given that the HEA 
indicated that only a very small number of IoTs charge other (e.g. capitation/student centre) 
levies, so that we have assumed an average of €0). For full-time undergraduate students, we 
then added the €3,000 student contribution per student to arrive at an aggregate assumed fee 
charged per student.  

Table 5 and Table 6 present the resulting assumed average fees per full-time and part-time 
student per year (respectively, in 2019-20 prices) in the Baseline (i.e. under the current 
system of funding), by institution type and level of study. The tables further outline the changes 
in assumed fees charged under each of the three funding options outlined by the Cassells 
Review (see Section 4.2.1 for further information), including: 

 The abolition of tuition fees and student contribution charges under Option 1 (with 
other levies continuing to be charged); 

 The extension of the Free Fees Initiative and associated student contribution grants 
to part-time and postgraduate students under Option 2 (where these students’ 
original (Baseline) tuition fees are split into a tuition fee element and a student 
contribution charge); and 

 The extension of the Free Fees Initiative and associated student contribution grants 
to part-time and postgraduate students, as well as an overall increase in the student 
contribution charge to €5,000 (per full-time student) under Option 3. 

Finally, when estimating the cost of these grants over the 2019-20 cohort’s entire study 
duration, we assume that all of these fees increase with annual inflation (based on the 
Harmonised Index of Consumer Prices) in every subsequent academic year (see Section 4.3.5 
for more information). 

 

 

108 For Cork Institute of Technology, the original tuition fee income data did not include a split into undergraduate vs. postgraduate 
students. Therefore, this split was instead imputed (based on the average breakdown by study level across all other IoTs included 
in the data). 
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Table 5 Assumed average fees charged per full-time student per year (in 2019-20) prices, by funding option, fee component, institution type and 
study level 

Institution type and 
study level 

Baseline  
(2019-20 funding system) 

Option 1: Predominantly state-funded 
Option 2: Increased state funding with 

continuing fees 
Option 3: Increased state funding with 

income-contingent loans 

Tuition  
fee 

Student 
contr. 
charge 

Other 
levies 

Total fee 
Tuition  

fee 

Student 
contr. 
charge 

Other 
levies 

Total fee 
Tuition  

fee 

Student 
contr. 
charge 

Other 
levies 

Total fee 
Tuition  

fee 

Student 
contr. 
charge 

Other 
levies 

Total fee 

Universities 

Higher Certificate € 4,098 € 3,000 € 200 € 7,298  -  - € 200 € 200 € 4,098 € 3,000 € 200 € 7,298 € 4,098 € 5,000 € 200 € 9,298 

Ordinary Degree € 4,098 € 3,000 € 200 € 7,298  -  - € 200 € 200 € 4,098 € 3,000 € 200 € 7,298 € 4,098 € 5,000 € 200 € 9,298 

Honours Degree € 4,098 € 3,000 € 200 € 7,298  -  - € 200 € 200 € 4,098 € 3,000 € 200 € 7,298 € 4,098 € 5,000 € 200 € 9,298 

Higher Diploma € 5,753  - € 200 € 5,953  -  - € 200 € 200 € 2,753 € 3,000 € 200 € 5,953 € 2,753 € 5,000 € 200 € 7,953 

Postgraduate Diploma € 5,753  - € 200 € 5,953  -  - € 200 € 200 € 2,753 € 3,000 € 200 € 5,953 € 2,753 € 5,000 € 200 € 7,953 

Masters (Taught) € 5,753  - € 200 € 5,953  -  - € 200 € 200 € 2,753 € 3,000 € 200 € 5,953 € 2,753 € 5,000 € 200 € 7,953 

Masters (Research) € 5,753  - € 200 € 5,953  -  - € 200 € 200 € 2,753 € 3,000 € 200 € 5,953 € 2,753 € 5,000 € 200 € 7,953 

Doctorate € 5,753  - € 200 € 5,953  -  - € 200 € 200 € 2,753 € 3,000 € 200 € 5,953 € 2,753 € 5,000 € 200 € 7,953 

                 
Institutes of Technology 

Higher Certificate € 751 € 3,000  - € 3,751  -  -  -  - € 751 € 3,000  - € 3,751 € 751 € 5,000  - € 5,751 

Ordinary Degree € 751 € 3,000  - € 3,751  -  -  -  - € 751 € 3,000  - € 3,751 € 751 € 5,000  - € 5,751 

Honours Degree € 751 € 3,000  - € 3,751  -  -  -  - € 751 € 3,000  - € 3,751 € 751 € 5,000  - € 5,751 

Higher Diploma € 3,545  -  - € 3,545  -  -  -  - € 545 € 3,000  - € 3,545 € 545 € 5,000  - € 5,545 

Postgraduate Diploma € 3,545  -  - € 3,545  -  -  -  - € 545 € 3,000  - € 3,545 € 545 € 5,000  - € 5,545 

Masters (Taught) € 3,545  -  - € 3,545  -  -  -  - € 545 € 3,000  - € 3,545 € 545 € 5,000  - € 5,545 

Masters (Research) € 3,545  -  - € 3,545  -  -  -  - € 545 € 3,000  - € 3,545 € 545 € 5,000  - € 5,545 

Doctorate € 3,545  -  - € 3,545  -  -  -  - € 545 € 3,000  - € 3,545 € 545 € 5,000  - € 5,545 

                 
Colleges 

Higher Certificate € 2,960 € 3,000 € 100 € 6,060  -  - € 100 € 100 € 2,960 € 3,000 € 100 € 6,060 € 2,960 € 5,000 € 100 € 8,060 

Ordinary Degree € 2,960 € 3,000 € 100 € 6,060  -  - € 100 € 100 € 2,960 € 3,000 € 100 € 6,060 € 2,960 € 5,000 € 100 € 8,060 

Honours Degree € 2,960 € 3,000 € 100 € 6,060  -  - € 100 € 100 € 2,960 € 3,000 € 100 € 6,060 € 2,960 € 5,000 € 100 € 8,060 

Higher Diploma € 4,193  - € 100 € 4,293  -  - € 100 € 100 € 1,193 € 3,000 € 100 € 4,293 € 1,193 € 5,000 € 100 € 6,293 

Postgraduate Diploma € 4,193  - € 100 € 4,293  -  - € 100 € 100 € 1,193 € 3,000 € 100 € 4,293 € 1,193 € 5,000 € 100 € 6,293 

Masters (Taught) € 4,193  - € 100 € 4,293  -  - € 100 € 100 € 1,193 € 3,000 € 100 € 4,293 € 1,193 € 5,000 € 100 € 6,293 

Masters (Research) € 4,193  - € 100 € 4,293  -  - € 100 € 100 € 1,193 € 3,000 € 100 € 4,293 € 1,193 € 5,000 € 100 € 6,293 

Doctorate € 4,193  - € 100 € 4,293  -  - € 100 € 100 € 1,193 € 3,000 € 100 € 4,293 € 1,193 € 5,000 € 100 € 6,293 
Note: Shaded areas indicate assumed changes in the different fee components across each of the different funding options (as compared to the Baseline (current) system). All fees are presented in 2019-20 prices, and 

are assumed to increase with inflation (based on the Harmonised Index of Consumer Prices) in each subsequent academic year.  

Source: LE Europe’s analysis of data provided by the Higher Education Authority 

  



SRSS/SC2019/146 - Increasing the sustainability of Higher and Further Education provision in Ireland 

 

Deliverable 2.1 | 41 

Table 6 Assumed average fees charged per part-time student per year (in 2019-20 prices), by funding option, fee component, institution type 
and study level 

Institution type and 
study level 

Baseline  
(2019-20 funding system) 

Option 1: Predominantly state-funded 
Option 2: Increased state funding with 

continuing fees 
Option 3: Increased state funding with 

income-contingent loans 

Tuition  
fee 

Student 
contr. 
charge 

Other 
levies 

Total fee 
Tuition  

fee 

Student 
contr. 
charge 

Other 
levies 

Total fee 
Tuition  

fee 

Student 
contr. 
charge 

Other 
levies 

Total fee 
Tuition  

fee 

Student 
contr. 
charge 

Other 
levies 

Total fee 

Universities 

Higher Certificate € 4,082  - € 200 € 4,282  -  - € 200 € 200 € 2,322 € 1,760 € 200 € 4,282 € 2,322 € 2,933 € 200 € 5,455 

Ordinary Degree € 4,082  - € 200 € 4,282  -  - € 200 € 200 € 2,322 € 1,760 € 200 € 4,282 € 2,322 € 2,933 € 200 € 5,455 

Honours Degree € 4,082  - € 200 € 4,282  -  - € 200 € 200 € 2,322 € 1,760 € 200 € 4,282 € 2,322 € 2,933 € 200 € 5,455 

Higher Diploma € 3,292  - € 200 € 3,492  -  - € 200 € 200 € 1,533 € 1,760 € 200 € 3,492 € 1,533 € 2,933 € 200 € 4,666 

Postgraduate Diploma € 3,292  - € 200 € 3,492  -  - € 200 € 200 € 1,533 € 1,760 € 200 € 3,492 € 1,533 € 2,933 € 200 € 4,666 

Masters (Taught) € 3,292  - € 200 € 3,492  -  - € 200 € 200 € 1,533 € 1,760 € 200 € 3,492 € 1,533 € 2,933 € 200 € 4,666 

Masters (Research) € 3,292  - € 200 € 3,492  -  - € 200 € 200 € 1,533 € 1,760 € 200 € 3,492 € 1,533 € 2,933 € 200 € 4,666 

Doctorate € 3,292  - € 200 € 3,492  -  - € 200 € 200 € 1,533 € 1,760 € 200 € 3,492 € 1,533 € 2,933 € 200 € 4,666 

                 
Institutes of Technology 

Higher Certificate € 441  -  - € 441  -  -  -  -  - € 441*  - € 441  - € 2,933  - € 2,933 

Ordinary Degree € 441  -  - € 441  -  -  -  -  - € 441*  - € 441  - € 2,933  - € 2,933 

Honours Degree € 441  -  - € 441  -  -  -  -  - € 441*  - € 441  - € 2,933  - € 2,933 

Higher Diploma € 2,080  -  - € 2,080  -  -  -  - € 320 € 1,760  - € 2,080 € 320 € 2,933  - € 3,253 

Postgraduate Diploma € 2,080  -  - € 2,080  -  -  -  - € 320 € 1,760  - € 2,080 € 320 € 2,933  - € 3,253 

Masters (Taught) € 2,080  -  - € 2,080  -  -  -  - € 320 € 1,760  - € 2,080 € 320 € 2,933  - € 3,253 

Masters (Research) € 2,080  -  - € 2,080  -  -  -  - € 320 € 1,760  - € 2,080 € 320 € 2,933  - € 3,253 

Doctorate € 2,080  -  - € 2,080  -  -  -  - € 320 € 1,760  - € 2,080 € 320 € 2,933  - € 3,253 

                 
Colleges 

Higher Certificate € 3,455  - € 100 € 3,555  -  - € 100 € 100 € 1,695 € 1,760 € 100 € 3,555 € 1,695 € 2,933 € 100 € 4,728 

Ordinary Degree € 3,455  - € 100 € 3,555  -  - € 100 € 100 € 1,695 € 1,760 € 100 € 3,555 € 1,695 € 2,933 € 100 € 4,728 

Honours Degree € 3,455  - € 100 € 3,555  -  - € 100 € 100 € 1,695 € 1,760 € 100 € 3,555 € 1,695 € 2,933 € 100 € 4,728 

Higher Diploma € 2,419  - € 100 € 2,519  -  - € 100 € 100 € 659 € 1,760 € 100 € 2,519 € 659 € 2,933 € 100 € 3,692 

Postgraduate Diploma € 2,419  - € 100 € 2,519  -  - € 100 € 100 € 659 € 1,760 € 100 € 2,519 € 659 € 2,933 € 100 € 3,692 

Masters (Taught) € 2,419  - € 100 € 2,519  -  - € 100 € 100 € 659 € 1,760 € 100 € 2,519 € 659 € 2,933 € 100 € 3,692 

Masters (Research) € 2,419  - € 100 € 2,519  -  - € 100 € 100 € 659 € 1,760 € 100 € 2,519 € 659 € 2,933 € 100 € 3,692 

Doctorate € 2,419  - € 100 € 2,519  -  - € 100 € 100 € 659 € 1,760 € 100 € 2,519 € 659 € 2,933 € 100 € 3,692 
Note: Shaded areas indicate assumed changes in the different fee components across each of the different funding options (as compared to the Baseline (current) system). All fees are presented in 2019-20 prices, and 

are assumed to increase with inflation (based on the Harmonised Index of Consumer Prices) in each subsequent academic year.  

* In these instances, we have capped the new assumed student contribution charge at the total Baseline fee per student (€441), since an assumed pro-rata student contribution charge of €1,760 would otherwise have 
resulted in an increase in the total fee charged per student.  
Source: LE Europe’s analysis of data provided by the Higher Education Authority 
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 Average HEA block grant funding per student  

      

As with the calculations for fees, we adopted a ‘top-down’ approach for estimating the 
average grant funding per student per annum that the HEA allocates directly to HEIs, by 
dividing the total funding allocated in 2017-18 by the number of enrolments in 2017-18.  

In contrast, we adopted a ‘bottom-up’ approach to estimating average student support grants 
(e.g. in terms of maintenance grants or grants for the student contribution element of the fee). 
This was necessary to allow the model to flexibly incorporate the various changes these grants 
proposed under Options 1 to 3 (including their extension to part-time and postgraduate 
students). Given that the eligibility for these student support grants depends on students’ 
reckonable income, it was necessary to set up the analysis to be able to incorporate any 
changes to the maximum level of grant available, the associated reckonable income 
thresholds, and the corresponding proportions of the maximum grant paid to students with 
reckonable income below the different thresholds. We thus replicated the means-testing of 
each of the different grants, to enable us to estimate the average grant received per student 
per year. This is described in more detail in Section 4.3.2. 

Returning to the estimation of average HEA block grant funding per student, rather than 
focusing only on the core RGAM funding allocated, the analysis also includes a range of (top-
sliced) grants provided to institutions to support their teaching activities. Specifically, based 
on data provided by the HEA on the funding allocated to institutions in 2018109 (and 
subsequent conversations with the HEA), we included: 

 RGAM core grant funding;  

 Department-directed top-slice funding for literacy and numeracy skills, strategic 
skills needs, and transitional funding to support institutional restructuring/mergers;  

 Sectoral top-sliced funding for nursing students;  

 Additional university/IoT top-sliced funding for apprenticeships and medicine, 
dentistry and veterinary students, and educational initiatives at specific institutions; 
and 

 Allocations to support the provision of Springboard upskilling courses110. 

Note that our estimates of the average HEA grant per student exclude any allocation 
associated with the Free Fees Initiative (whereby the HEA provides direct funding to 
institutions to cover the tuition fees for students eligible or the scheme). Instead, the FFI is 
modelled separately as an effective grant – equal to the above-estimated tuition fees - 
provided to students by the Irish Exchequer.  

Again, we then divide the above HEA funding for institutions in 2018 by the number of relevant 
students111 in 2017-18 (in headcount, again using the separate enrolment data provided by 
the HEA112), to arrive at the estimated average grant per student across both full-time and 
part-time students (by institution type). To arrive at separate estimates by study mode, we 

 
109 The HEA grant funding is provided on a calendar year basis; here, we use the 2018 allocations to approximate the associated 
funding available to institutions for the 2017-18 academic year. 
110 Note that the funding for Springboard courses was not included in the 2018 HEA grant table, but was instead provided 
separately by the HEA. 
111 We include only those student groups that are funded by the HEA. Therefore, we exclude (from the denominator) any non-EU 
students (apart from non-EU students undertaking postgraduate research qualifications) as well as students with an unknown 
domicile; students undertaking in-service education; as well as students undertaking Foundation/Access, Undergraduate 
Occasional or Postgraduate Occasional courses, Level 6 or 7 qualifications at universities, or part-time Certificates at colleges. 
We also exclude any students whose study level was recorded as ‘N/A’, as well as students studying at the Royal College of 
Surgeons Ireland (since, for consistency within the model, we excluded this institution from the total HEA funding levels (in the 
numerator)).  
112 Note that these total enrolments in 2017-18 (in headcount) differ from the student numbers that the HEA uses as part of the 
allocation of funding through its RGAM model (e.g. which is based on student numbers in terms of full-time equivalents, with 
different weights applied to students based on subject studied).   

Raw HEA grant allocations dataHEA_Raw
Derived HEA grants per student per 

year
HEA_PS
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then adjusted the estimates for the average study intensity for full-time and part-time 
students113.  

Finally, as with fees, we then adjusted these estimates for 2017-18 for inflation to arrive at 
estimated grants in 2019-20 prices. Again, in estimating the cost of these grants over the 
2019-20 cohort’s entire study duration, we assume that the average grants increase with 
annual inflation (based on the Harmonised Index of Consumer Prices) in every subsequent 
academic year (see Section 4.3.5 for more information). 

Table 7 presents the resulting assumed average HEA grant funding per student per year (in 
2019-20 prices) in the Baseline (i.e. under the current system of funding), by institution type 
and study mode.  

In addition, the information is broken down by study level. Although this breakdown is 
irrelevant to the average grants in the Baseline (where we assume the same funding per 
student irrespective of the level of study), it matters to the assumptions under the three 
alternative funding options recommended by the Cassells Review, where we assume that: 

 Under Option 1, the grant per student would be increased to compensate for the 
abolition of tuition fees and student contribution charges, as well as an additional 
€2,500 (and pro-rata for part-time students) per student per year to align HEI 
resources more closely with the costs of institutional delivery, historic benchmarks, 
and jurisdictions operating predominantly and adequately state-funded systems.  

For example, for students undertaking full-time Honours Degrees at universities, the 
Baseline average HEA grant funding per student (€3,264) would be increased by 
€7,098 to compensate HEIs for the loss of tuition fees and student contribution 
charges114 as compared to the current system, as well as an additional €2,500 to align 
HEI resources more closely with the above-mentioned benchmarks. Adding these 
numbers, the assumed HEA grant per full-time Honours Degree university students 
under Option 1 thus stands at €12,863. 

 Under Option 2, given that there would be no change in the total fees charged per 
student as compared to the Baseline, the assumed increase in the HEA grant per 
student would exclusively be based on the alignment of HEI resources with historical 
benchmarks, the costs of teaching delivery, and jurisdictions with predominantly and 
adequately state-funded systems.  

Using the same example as above (full-time Honours Degree university students), the 
Baseline average HEA grant funding per student (€3,264) would thus be increased by 
€2,500, resulting in assumed funding per student of €5,764 in Option 2.  

 Option 3 would involve an increase in the student contribution by €2,000 as compared 
to the Baseline (from €3,000 to €5,000). Given the resulting increase in HEI fee, only 
a relatively smaller increase in the HEA grant (of €500 per full-time student, rather 
than €2,500) would be required to align HEI resources with the different relevant 
benchmarks outlined above.  

Again using full-time Honours Degree university students as an example, the Baseline 
average HEA grant funding per student (€3,264) would thus be increased by €500, 
resulting in assumed funding per student of €3,764 in Option 3.  

 

 

113 Again, please see refer to Section 4.2.10 for more information on the assumptions relating to study intensity.   
114 This is based on the average tuition fee (€4,098) and the student contribution charge (€3,000) for full-time Honours Degree 
university students in the Baseline system (see Table 5). 
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Table 7 Assumed average HEA grant per student per year (in 2019-20 prices), by funding option, institution type, study mode and level 

Institution type and 
study level 

Baseline  
(2019-20 funding system) 

Option 1: Predominantly state-funded 
Option 2: Increased state funding with 

continuing fees 
Option 3: Increased state funding with 

income-contingent loans 

Full-time Part-time Full-time Part-time Full-time Part-time Full-time Part-time 

Universities 

Higher Certificate € 3,264 € 1,915 € 12,863 € 7,463 € 5,764 € 3,382 € 3,764 € 2,208 

Ordinary Degree € 3,264 € 1,915 € 12,863 € 7,463 € 5,764 € 3,382 € 3,764 € 2,208 

Honours Degree € 3,264 € 1,915 € 12,863 € 7,463 € 5,764 € 3,382 € 3,764 € 2,208 

Higher Diploma € 3,264 € 1,915 € 11,517 € 6,674 € 5,764 € 3,382 € 3,764 € 2,208 

Postgraduate Diploma € 3,264 € 1,915 € 11,517 € 6,674 € 5,764 € 3,382 € 3,764 € 2,208 

Masters (Taught) € 3,264 € 1,915 € 11,517 € 6,674 € 5,764 € 3,382 € 3,764 € 2,208 

Masters (Research) € 3,264 € 1,915 € 11,517 € 6,674 € 5,764 € 3,382 € 3,764 € 2,208 

Doctorate € 3,264 € 1,915 € 11,517 € 6,674 € 5,764 € 3,382 € 3,764 € 2,208 

         

Institutes of Technology 

Higher Certificate € 4,900 € 2,875 € 11,152 € 4,782 € 7,400 € 4,341 € 5,400 € 1,849 

Ordinary Degree € 4,900 € 2,875 € 11,152 € 4,782 € 7,400 € 4,341 € 5,400 € 1,849 

Honours Degree € 4,900 € 2,875 € 11,152 € 4,782 € 7,400 € 4,341 € 5,400 € 1,849 

Higher Diploma € 4,900 € 2,875 € 10,945 € 6,421 € 7,400 € 4,341 € 5,400 € 3,168 

Postgraduate Diploma € 4,900 € 2,875 € 10,945 € 6,421 € 7,400 € 4,341 € 5,400 € 3,168 

Masters (Taught) € 4,900 € 2,875 € 10,945 € 6,421 € 7,400 € 4,341 € 5,400 € 3,168 

Masters (Research) € 4,900 € 2,875 € 10,945 € 6,421 € 7,400 € 4,341 € 5,400 € 3,168 

Doctorate € 4,900 € 2,875 € 10,945 € 6,421 € 7,400 € 4,341 € 5,400 € 3,168 

         

Colleges 

Higher Certificate € 3,506 € 2,057 € 11,966 € 6,978 € 6,006 € 3,523 € 4,006 € 2,350 

Ordinary Degree € 3,506 € 2,057 € 11,966 € 6,978 € 6,006 € 3,523 € 4,006 € 2,350 

Honours Degree € 3,506 € 2,057 € 11,966 € 6,978 € 6,006 € 3,523 € 4,006 € 2,350 

Higher Diploma € 3,506 € 2,057 € 10,199 € 5,942 € 6,006 € 3,523 € 4,006 € 2,350 

Postgraduate Diploma € 3,506 € 2,057 € 10,199 € 5,942 € 6,006 € 3,523 € 4,006 € 2,350 

Masters (Taught) € 3,506 € 2,057 € 10,199 € 5,942 € 6,006 € 3,523 € 4,006 € 2,350 

Masters (Research) € 3,506 € 2,057 € 10,199 € 5,942 € 6,006 € 3,523 € 4,006 € 2,350 

Doctorate € 3,506 € 2,057 € 10,199 € 5,942 € 6,006 € 3,523 € 4,006 € 2,350 
Note: All grants are presented in 2019-20 prices, and are assumed to increase with inflation (based on the Harmonised Index of Consumer Prices) in each subsequent academic year.  

Source: LE Europe’s analysis based on data provided by the Higher Education Authority 
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 NTF employer funding per student 

 

As outlined above, one of the Cassells Review recommendations that has been implemented 
since relates to an increase in the National Training Fund levy for employers, to support the 
level of public funding available for higher education in Ireland.  

Based on information provided by the DFHE (and mirroring the Cassells Review’s 
recommendations), the National Training Fund levy has already been increased by 0.3%, 
raising approximately €150 million of additional NTF contributions paid to the public purse per 
annum to support HE provision. Again, we use a ‘top-down’ approach, by dividing this total 
level of funding per annum by the total number of students in higher education in 2017-18115. 
We thus assume an average level of NTF funding of €807 per student per year – in the current 
(Baseline) system, as well as for all three options proposed by the Cassells Review. Again, in 
estimating the total amount of this funding over the 2019-20 cohort’s entire study duration, we 
assume that the average funding increases with annual inflation (based on the Harmonised 
Index of Consumer Prices) in every subsequent academic year. 

 Other input data 

 

Finally, the ‘Other’ sheet contains a range of supplementary input data and assumptions 
required for the modelling.  

 Distribution of students by distance from their institutions (adjacent vs. non-
adjacent) 

One key eligibility condition associated with the maintenance grants provided by SUSI relates 
to students’ ‘adjacency’ to their higher education institution, where students whose normal 
residence is 45km or less from their institution are eligible for the ‘adjacent’ rate of 
maintenance support, while students whose residence is further away from the institution are 
paid the (higher) ‘non-adjacent’ rate. 

To facilitate the above-mentioned ‘bottom-up’ approach to estimating the average level of each 
different type of student support grant per student provided by SUSI (i.e. to ensure the model’s 
flexibility with respect to possible changes in the maximum grant available, the underpinning 
reckonable income thresholds, etc.), we thus required information on the distribution of HE 
students in Ireland by their ‘adjacency’ to their institution. We therefore made use of data 
provided by the HEA that underpinned its report on the on the spatial profile of HE students in 
Ireland116. Specifically, the HEA provided us with the breakdown of students in 2017-18 into 
the ‘adjacent’ vs. ‘non-adjacent’ categories, separately by institution type. These assumptions 
(which we again apply to the 2019-20 cohort) are presented in Table 8. 

 
115 To focus only on those students that are assumed to be funded by the Exchequer using these additional NTF contributions 
from employers, we exclude (from the denominator) any non-EU students or students with unknown domiciles, students 
undertaking non-major awards, and remote students (i.e. including E-learning, distance learning and in-service education 
students).  
116 HEA (2019), 'A Spatial & Socio-Economic Profile of Higher Education Institutions in Ireland' (link). 

Average NTF employer funding per 
student per year

NTF

Other input dataOther

https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2019/10/Higher-Education-Spatial-Socio-Economic-Profile-Oct-2019.pdf
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Table 8 Assumed distribution of students in the 2019-20 cohort by ‘adjacency’ to 
their institution, by institution type 

 Universities 
Institutes of 
Technology 

Colleges 

Adjacent 53% 55% 35% 

Non-adjacent 47% 45% 65% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 
Source: LE Europe’s analysis of data provided by the Higher Education Authority 

 Distribution of students by number of dependent children in the same 
household 

Students’ grant eligibility (for the student contribution element of the fee grant, maintenance 
grants, and postgraduate fee contribution grants) further depends on the number of other 
dependent children117 living in the same household. In particular, the reckonable income 
thresholds associated with these grants are based on whether there are less than 4, 4-7, or 8 
or more other dependent children living in the household. We therefore made use of SUSI 
data on the distribution of funded students (i.e. grant recipients) by the number of dependent 
children in the same household (based on the above three categories) in 2017-18, separately 
for undergraduate and postgraduate students118. The resulting assumptions are presented in 
Table 9. 

Table 9 Assumed distribution of students in the 2019-20 cohort by number of other 
dependent children in the household, by study level 

 
Less than 4 

children 
4-7  

children 
8 or more  
children 

Total 

Higher Certificate 87.1% 12.8% 0.1% 100.0% 

Ordinary Degree 87.1% 12.8% 0.1% 100.0% 

Honours Degree 87.1% 12.8% 0.1% 100.0% 

Higher Diploma 92.3% 7.5% 0.2% 100.0% 

Postgraduate Diploma 92.3% 7.5% 0.2% 100.0% 

Masters (Taught) 92.3% 7.5% 0.2% 100.0% 

Masters (Research) 92.3% 7.5% 0.2% 100.0% 

Doctorate 92.3% 7.5% 0.2% 100.0% 
Source: LE Europe’s analysis of data provided by Student Universal Support Ireland 

 Average number of other relevant persons in household in full-time further or 
higher education 

In addition to the number of other dependent children, the reckonable income thresholds 
associated with several of the different SUSI grants are increased with the number of ‘other 
relevant’ persons119 within a student’s household (i.e. individuals who are attending full-time 
further or higher education). To account of this, we again made use of SUSI data on the 
number of funded students in 2017-18, broken down by the number of other relevant persons 

 

117 Dependent on the applicant and/or their parent, legal guardian, spouse, civil partner or cohabitant. 
118 Based on current funding eligibility rules, the information relates to SUSI-funded Irish and EU domiciled students undertaking 
full-time major awards in Ireland, excluding any students studying in Northern Ireland or at other institutions abroad. Again, the 
information excludes part-time students (since they are not currently funded by SUSI); as a result, in the absence of any further 
information, we assumed the same distribution of part-time students by the number of dependent children in the household as 
for full-time students. However, the model has been set up flexibly to potentially take account of separate assumptions on this by 
study mode, should the required information become available in the future.   
119 Relevant persons include other dependent children, applicants’ parents/legal guardians, independent applicants’ spouses, 
civil partners or cohabitants. 



SRSS/SC2019/146 - Increasing the sustainability of Higher and Further Education provision in Ireland 

 

Deliverable 2.1 | 47 

within students’ households120. Based on this information, we estimated an average of one 
other relevant person per student in the same household, which we incorporated to uprate the 
various reckonable income thresholds (where relevant) as part of the replication of the means-
testing of SUSI grants (see Section 4.3.2). 

 Proportion of students in receipt of qualifying payments 

Under the Baseline (2019-20) funding system, both special rate maintenance grants and 
special rate postgraduate fee contributions are only available to students with a reckonable 
income of less than €24,000121. This reckonable income must include a qualifying/eligible long-
term Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection payment, or its equivalent from 
an EU Member State. Therefore: 

 While undergraduate full-time students122 with reckonable income of less than 
€24,000 that includes a qualifying payment are eligible for special rate maintenance 
grants, students with reckonable income below this threshold but excluding any 
qualifying payments only receive standard rate maintenance grants instead; and 

 While postgraduate full-time students with reckonable income of less than €24,000 
including a qualifying payment are eligible for special rate maintenance grants and 
special rate postgraduate fee contributions, students with reckonable income below 
this threshold but excluding any qualifying payments are eligible for standard rate 
postgraduate fee contributions only123 (and no maintenance grants124).  

To arrive at assumptions in relation to the proportion of students in receipt of qualifying 
payments of this type, we again made use of SUSI data on funded students 2017-18, in 
relation to: 

 The proportion of funded undergraduate students with reckonable incomes below 
€25,000125 that were in receipt of special rate maintenance grants as compared to 
standard rate maintenance grants; and 

 The number of funded postgraduate students with reckonable incomes below 
€25,000 that were in receipt of special rate postgraduate fee contributions and special 
rate maintenance grants as compared to standard rate postgraduate fee 
contributions.  

Based on this, we assume that approximately 69% of full-time undergraduate students and 
68% of full-time postgraduate students with reckonable incomes of less than €24,000 are in 
receipt of qualifying payments126. Section 4.3.2 provides more detail on how these 
assumptions are applied as part of the means-testing of the different student support grants.  

 
120 Again, the information relates to SUSI-funded Irish and EU domiciled students undertaking full-time major awards in Ireland, 
and excluding any data on students studying in Northern Ireland or at other institutions abroad. Again, the information excluded 
part-time students (since they are not currently funded by SUSI); as a result, in the absence of any further information, we 
assumed the same distribution of part-time students by the number of dependent children in the household as for full-time 
students. However, the model has been set up flexibly to potentially take account of separate assumptions on this by study mode, 
should the required information become available in the future.   
121 This threshold applies irrespective of the number of other dependent children in the household, or the number of other relevant 
persons in household in full-time further or higher education. 
122 Again, under the current funding system, there is no grant support provided to part-time students. 
123 Standard rate postgraduate fee contribution grants only cover up to a maximum of €2,000 of postgraduate students’ fees. 
In contrast, special rate postgraduate fee contribution grants cover up to a maximum of €6,270 of postgraduate students’ fees. 
As part of our model, we assume that, for eligible students, these grants exactly cover the average tuition fees per student 
presented in Section 4.2.8 (Table 5) above. We therefore assume that this funding does not cover the (relatively small) other 
levies charged per student as part of the total fee (i.e. in terms of administrative/student centre/capitation levies). 
124 Under the current system, while postgraduate full-time students can apply for special rate maintenance grants, standard rate 
maintenance grants are available to undergraduate full-time students only.   
125 Note that the reckonable income bands within the SUSI data (of €5,000 per band) were not granular enough to calculate the 
number of funded students with reckonable income below €24,000 exactly; based on the available income bands, we could 
therefore only analyse the number below €25,000 as the closest proxy.  
126 Again, note that the SUSI data used to derive these assumptions only include full-time students (since part-time students are 
not currently funded by SUSI). Hence, in the absence of any additional information, we applied the same assumptions to part-
time students as part of the extension of maintenance grants to these students under each of the different funding options 
recommended by the Cassells Review. 
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 Study intensity 

The average study intensity (i.e. full-time equivalence) among part-time students (used to 
derive these students’ assumed average study duration, fees, SUSI grants127, etc.), was based 
on information provided by the HEA in relation to the number of part-time students 
underpinning the RGAM funding allocations in 2017-18, provided in terms of headcount and 
FTE128. Note that the information was available for students at universities and Institutes of 
Technology only (but not students enrolled at colleges). Dividing the number of FTE students 
by the corresponding headcount number, we thus assume an average part-time study intensity 
of 59% (while we assume a 100% study intensity for full-time students). 

 Uprating reckonable income thresholds since 2013 

As outlined in Section 4.2.1129, given that the reckonable income thresholds underpinning the 
SUSI grants have remained unchanged since 2013, we have uprated these thresholds with 
historical average earnings growth since 2013 under each of the options proposed by the 
Cassells Review. Hence, we applied a 23% uplift to the thresholds associated with standard 
maintenance grants and grants for the student contribution element of the fee, based on the 
growth in average weekly earnings in Industries B to E (Production, transport, craft and other 
manual workers) between 2013 and 2019130. For special maintenance grants, based on 
conversations with the DFHE, we have instead uprated the threshold from €24,000 to €24,500, 
in line with the recent increase in the threshold for 2020-21.  

 Overseas loan repayments 

To be able to take account of graduate emigration and resulting student loan repayments from 
overseas graduates (under Option 3 as well as supplementary Option 4), we required 
information on the proportion of overseas graduates making repayments. In the absence of 
any information for Ireland (as the Irish HE funding system does not include any student loan 
funding), we instead made use of data on student loan borrowers within the English higher 
education funding system. Specifically, information published by the Student Loans 
Company131 allowed us to calculate the proportion of loan borrowers that were resident 
overseas and making repayments132 on their loans in 2019, separately for English domiciled 
and EU domiciled students (i.e. for borrowers who received loans as English domiciled 
students studying in the UK, or as EU students studying in England). Applying this information 
to Ireland, under Options 3 and 4, we assumed that 79% of Irish domiciled students and 69% 
of EU domiciled students emigrating overseas post-graduation would make repayments on 
their student loans. 

 
127 For each of the options proposed by the Cassells Review only (since there are no SUSI grants available under the current 
funding system).  
128 Note that this information only includes students that are funded by HEA recurrent grant allocations. The use of this limited 
information was necessitated by a lack of any readily available information on students’ credits/full-time equivalence within the 
separate HEA data on all enrolments in 2017-18. 
129 See Footnote 54. 
130 Based on data from the Central Statistics Office (2020), 'EHQ13: Estimates of Average Earnings by Economic Sector NACE 
Rev 2, Type of Employee and Quarter' (link). 
131 Student Loans Company (2019), ‘Student Loans in England: 2018 to 2019’ (link). See Tables 3A (i) and 3B (i) in the Excel file 
published alongside the main report. 
132 As part of the proportion of graduates making repayments, we include those borrowers who were below the earnings threshold 
for repayment (i.e. making €0 repayments), since the model separately accounts for graduates’ loan repayments based on their 
income. In other words, here, we calculate the proportion of overseas graduates who would be making potential repayments if 
their income exceeded the associated loan repayment threshold. In addition, we further include graduates whose repayment 
status is currently unconfirmed (assuming that all of these graduates will eventually start making repayments towards their 
outstanding loan balance). 

https://statbank.cso.ie/px/pxeirestat/Statire/SelectVarVal/Define.asp?Maintable=EHQ13&Planguage=0
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/student-loans-in-england-2018-to-2019
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 Inflation, earnings growth and discount rates per year 

 

The ‘Growth’ sheet includes the assumed annual and cumulative assumptions on the relevant 
growth and discount rates for each year from 2019-20 onwards that are used throughout the 
modelling. These are based on the assumptions set out at the bottom of the drivers sheet (‘D’), 
and include: 

 Average nominal earnings growth rates per year, required to generate forecasts 
of the lifetime earnings of students in the 2019-20 cohort expected to complete their 
qualifications. These assumptions are based on forecasts of average earnings 
growth133 in Ireland for: 

 2020 and 2021, published in the European Commission’s recent Spring Economic 
Forecast (see European Commission, 2020); and 

 2022 to 2024, included in the Department of Finance’s macroeconomic 
projections as part of the Budget 2020 (see Department of Finance, 2020). In the 
absence of any published longer-term forecasts, we assume that average 
earnings growth remains constant from 2024 onwards (i.e. we apply the 2024 
forecast to 2025 and beyond).  

Note that this combination of forecasts from two sources was used to ensure that the 
analysis uses more recent forecasts than the Budget 2020 estimates (published in 
September 2019), to account for the detrimental effects of the ongoing Covid-19 
pandemic on the Irish economy. The recent European Commission forecasts of these 
impacts were only available until 2021, so we used the Department of Finance’s 
Budget 2020 forecasts thereafter; 

 Annual inflation (based on the Harmonised Index of Consumer Prices (HICP)), 
based on the same sources as average earnings growth above. These inflation rates 
are used throughout the modelling to adjust all funding rates per student with inflation 
in every subsequent academic year, as well as to estimate the nominal loan interest 
charged to students per year (under the Cassells Review’s Option 3 (student 
contribution loans only), as well as supplementary Option 4 (student contribution loans 
plus maintenance loans))134; and 

 Nominal discount rates per year, used to discount all future income and cost 
streams (including student loan repayments135) into net present value (NPV_ terms 
(in constant 2019-20 prices)). We assume nominal discount rates of 4%+HICP for the 
first 30 years, and 3.5%+HICP for years 31-50, based on the standard rates 
recommended by the Public Spending Code136. 

 
133 Specifically, this relates to the annual percentage change (in nominal terms) in the compensation of employees per head.  
134 Under each of these options, we assume that nominal loan interest rate of 0%+HICP during study, and 0%+HICP or 2%+HICP 
interest after the repayment due date (depending on income). 
135 While the model applies the same discount rates to student loans as to all other income/cost streams, the model includes 
separate cells for the ‘general’ and ‘loan’ discount rates in case the DFHE would like to explore the application of differential 
discount rates for loan funding in the future.  
136 See Department of Public Expenditure and Reform (2019). 

Assumed inflation, earnings growth and 
discount  rates per year

Growth
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 Mean-testing of grant funding per student per year 

As outlined above, we adopted a ‘bottom-up’ 
approach to estimating average student 
support grants per student, by replicating the 
means-testing for the (standard and special 
rate) maintenance grants, grants for the 
student contribution element of the fee, and 
(standard and special rate) postgraduate fee 
contributions (i.e. postgraduate fee contribution grants)137. Given that the eligibility for these 
grants depends on students’ reckonable income, this allowed the analysis to incorporate the 
changes to the maximum grants available, the associated reckonable income thresholds, and 
the extension of grants to part-time and postgraduate students (where applicable) modelled 
under the different Cassells Review funding scenarios138. This replication of the means-testing 
to estimate the average grant received per student per year is undertaken in the ‘MT_UGFT’, 
‘MT_UGPT’, ‘MT_PGFT’ and ‘MT_PGPT’ sheets (for undergraduate full-time, undergraduate 
part-time, postgraduate full-time and postgraduate part-time students, respectively). 

Each sheet includes separate rows by institution type (i.e. universities, Institutes of 
Technology, and colleges), study level, and €1,000 reckonable income band, with separate 
sets of columns for each type of student grant (or loan139) considered. 

The average standard and special rate maintenance grants per student per year are 
calculated as follows (separately by study level, mode, and institution type): 

 The rows for each €1,000 reckonable income band indicate the maximum funding for 
individuals with the given level of reckonable income, separately for the lower and the 
upper end of each band, as well as on average140. This is based on the assumed 
reckonable income thresholds associated with the (standard and special) 
maintenance grants for the given funding option modelled (based on the selection at 
the top of the ‘Drivers’ sheet)141, adjusted for the assumed additional number of 
‘relevant’ dependents in third-level education within the student’s household. The 
rows at the bottom of each block of cells then calculate the average grant per student, 
using the assumed breakdown of students by €1,000 household income band142. 

 Based on the eligibility criteria associated with maintenance grants, these calculations 
are undertaken separately for students with different numbers of other dependent 
children in the household (i.e. less than 4, 4-7, and 8 or more), and for students in 
receipt of the adjacent vs. the non-adjacent rate of grant (depending on the distance 
of their normal residence from their institution). We then calculate the average grant 
across all students (by level, study mode and institution type), using the assumed 
distribution of students by distance from their higher education institution and by 
number of other dependent children in the household143. 

 Finally, both the estimated average standard and special rate of grant need to be 
adjusted for the proportion of students with a reckonable income of less than €24,000 
who are in receipt of qualifying payments for the special grant144. This adjustment 
results in a decrease in the average estimated special maintenance grant (since the 
adjustment for qualifying payments results in a decline in the proportion of students 

 
137 In addition, the means-testing was applied to estimate the average maintenance loan per student under supplementary Option 
4.  
138 Again, see Section 4.2.1 for more detail on the different funding options modelled.  
139 i.e. these sheets also include the means-testing for maintenance loans under supplementary Option 4. 
140 Note that this is calculated as a simple (unweighted) average across the lower and upper end figures, given that it was not 
possible to attain more granular information on the distribution of students into more detailed reckonable income bands (i.e. more 
detailed than bands of €1,000).  
141 See Section 4.2.1. 
142 See Section 4.2.6. 
143 See Sections 4.2.11.1 and 4.2.11.2, respectively. 
144 See Section 4.2.11.4 for more information. 

Means-testing of grants & loans to calculate 
average funding per student per year, by 

funding item, study level and provider type

Separate sheets by level (UG/PG) and study  
mode (FT/PT))

MT_UGFT
MT_UGPT
MT_PGFT
MT_PGPT
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receiving these grants), and an increase in the average standard maintenance grant 
per student. 

We then proceed similarly to calculate the average maintenance loan (relevant for 
supplementary Option 4 only), the average student contribution element of the fee 
grant145, and the average standard and special rate postgraduate fee contributions146 per 
student per year.  

The resulting estimated average grants147 (by type of funding, level of study, mode, and 
institution type) are then used in the aggregate resource flow sheets (‘RF_UGFT’, ‘RF_UGPT’, 
‘RF_PGFT’ and ‘RF_PGPT’148) to calculate the total income and costs streams associated 
with the cohort of students entering higher education in Ireland in 2019-20 over the entire 
study duration. 

 Modelling of income-contingent loans and graduate repayments 

One of the most complex aspects of the 
model developed for Ireland involves the 
analysis of the loan repayments expected to 
be made by graduates as part of the 
proposed introduction of student contribution 
loans under the Cassells Review’s Option 3 
(as well as supplementary Option 4 
(including additional maintenance loans)). 
These calculations are included in the sheets entitled ‘L_XXXX_IR’ and ‘L_XXXX_EU’ – for 
Irish-domiciled and EU-domiciled students, respectively149 – with separate sheets for 
undergraduate and postgraduate students, and full-time and part-time students. All of these 
calculations are for students who complete their intended HE qualifications150 and live in 
Ireland post-graduation (only). The subsequent calculations to adjust for any repayments 
from graduates living overseas are undertaken elsewhere within the model151. 

Each of these loan calculations sheets models (separately by study level, gender 
students/graduate age, and earnings quintile):  

 A range of measures associated with student loans in each year over students’ 
lifetimes152, 153 (from the (average) age at enrolment onwards154), e.g. including the 
loan outlay (i.e. loan principal), loan interest charged, the loan balance at the 

 
145 Note that the student contribution element of the fee grant is not adjusted for the proportion of students in receipt of qualifying 
payments, as this condition does not apply to these grants.  
146 Note that the sheets for undergraduate students (‘MT_UGFT’ and ‘MT_UGPT’) include empty cells for the postgraduate fee 
contribution grants, since these grants are not available to students at undergraduate level (neither under the current ‘Baseline’ 
funding system, nor under any of the funding systems proposed by the Cassells Review.   
147 And average maintenance loans, where applicable.  
148 See Section 4.3.5 for more information on these sheets.  
149 The separate sheets for Irish-domiciled and EU-domiciled students were necessary for the calculation of loan repayments 
under supplementary Option 4 (including student contribution loans as well as maintenance loans), given that EU students would 
not be eligible for maintenance loans under this Option (whereas Irish-domiciled students would be).     
150 Within the assumed average study duration by study level and mode of study (see Section 4.2.3).  
151 See Section 4.3.4.  
152 Note that while we assume that the repayment period can last beyond the age of 65, we assume zero graduate earnings after 
the age of 65 (i.e. our assumed retirement age). Hence, there are instances in the modelling (e.g. for part-time postgraduate 
students) where the assumed average age at the end of the repayment period is larger than 65, but where we assume that 
graduates no longer make any loan repayments post-retirement.  
153 Note again that in terms of assumed earnings during study (adjusted for the likelihood of employment), we assume zero 
earnings during study for full-time students. This has no effect on the estimated loan repayments, given that assume that full-time 
students become liable to repay their loan in the first year post-graduation (and that students do not make any early repayments).  
In contrast, we assume non-zero earnings during study for part-time students, to allow us to model the assumption that these 
students become liable to repay their loan 3 years after they first enrolled, or in the year post-graduation – whichever comes first. 
See Section 4.2.7 for more detail.  
154 The modelling is set up so that each block of cells starts with the assumed age at enrolment for the specific group of students 
considered (by study level and mode).     

Estimation of loan repayments per 
student/graduate per year by study level, 

income quintile and gender – for graduates 
living in Ireland

Separate sheets by level (UG/PG), mode 
(FT/PT) and student domicile (IR/EU)

L_UGFT_IR
L_UGPT_IR
L_PGFT_IR
L_PGPT_IR
L_UGFT_EU
L_UGPT_EU
L_PGFT_EU
L_PGPT_EU
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beginning and end of each year, the level of debt accumulated at graduation, and the 
estimated loan repayments;  

 Additional measures required to estimate the impact of the proposed student 
loans (under Option 3 and supplementary Option 4) on the General Government 
Balance (i.e. the public deficit)155; and 

 A set of key aggregate measures over the total loan repayment period (in cash 
terms (in current prices) and NPV terms (in constant 2019-20 prices), as applicable), 
e.g. including the total amount of loan principal and interest accumulated, the amount 
repaid, or the amount written off at the end of the repayment period. 

One of the most important of these aggregate measures is the Resource Accounting and 
Budgeting Charge (RAB charge), capturing the proportion of the loan principal that is not 
repaid156. It measures the estimated Government cost of providing the student loans system 
(expressed as a proportion of the initial loan outlay/principal), and is comprised of: 

 An interest-rate subsidy, reflecting the fact that the Government incurs borrowing 
costs to fund the loans provided to students, and that these borrowing costs are higher 
than the interest payments receivable from graduates; and 

 A write-off subsidy, capturing the remaining difference between the principal 
borrowed and the repayment made by students, reflecting the fact that any 
outstanding loan balance is written off after the end of the repayment period (of 30 
years). 

The RAB charge is the core measure by which we multiply the loan outlay per student to 
estimate the cost of the proposed student loan system to the Irish Exchequer157 (as part of the 
sheets estimating aggregate resource flows (see Section 4.3.5)).  

It is important to note a number of key caveats associated with the estimation of graduates’ 
lifetime loan repayments under the proposed student loan system for Ireland. Specifically, 
given the current structure of fees and funding and the lack of a long-standing loan-based 
system in Ireland (and any associated administrative data sources that could be used to 
generate a range of more nuanced assumptions), it was not possible to incorporate: 

 Differential loan take-up rates across different groups of students (which will likely be 
an increasing function of the level of loans offered). Instead we assume full loan take 
up across all students eligible for loans (including both the student contribution 
loans under Option 3 as well as maintenance loans under supplementary Option 4));  

 Any income from investments or other income (in addition to graduates’ earnings 
in the labour market) that might be counted towards the eligibility for and size of 
graduates’ loan repayment; 

 Voluntary early repayments (i.e. we assume that students/graduates only start 
repaying their loan after the Statutory Repayment Due Date, and only if their earnings 
exceed the repayment threshold; 

 Early loan write-off prior to the end of the repayment period (for instance in the case 
of death or disability); or  

 The possibility that borrowers move up and down the earnings distribution 
post-graduation (i.e. we assume that graduates remain on the same earnings 
quintile over the entire duration of their careers). 

 
155 See Section Error! Reference source not found. for more information on these  
156 In mathematical terms, the RAB charge is calculated as [Loan principal – Repayments]/[Loan principal] (where all of these 
measures are captured in NPV terms (in 2019-20 prices) over graduates’ lifetimes.   
157 In this respect, note that we assume the same RAB charge for students who complete their studies as for drop-outs. In other 
words, while the level of loan outlay takes account of students’ likelihood of progressing/dropping out of their studies, we apply 
the same RAB charge to the loan outlay for completers and non-completers (who will receive a lower loan outlay than completers, 
but are more likely to achieve lower lifetime earnings and make lower loan repayments). 
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 Adjusting for repayments from graduates living overseas 

While the previous section outlined the 
estimation of the average RAB charge 
among graduates living in Ireland post-
graduation, the ‘EmiAdj_1’ sheet then 
estimates the RAB charges for graduates 
expected to emigrate overseas, and calculates average RAB charges across both groups of 
graduates. These calculations are undertaken separately by student domicile (i.e. Ireland vs. 
EU), gender, mode of study, level of study, and earnings quintile. Specifically: 

 The first block set of columns for each student domicile group (i.e. Ireland vs. EU) lists 
the estimated RAB charges for graduates expected to remain in Ireland post-
graduation (based on the above-described student loan calculation sheets (see 
Section 4.3.3)).  

 The second block of columns then provides estimates of the RAB charge associated 
with students expected to emigrate overseas post-graduation, where: 

 We assume that Irish domiciled students that make repayments on their loan 
balance post-graduation158 repay the same amount as Irish domiciled students 
living in Ireland post-graduation – i.e. we apply the same RAB charge as for 
students that remain in Ireland. For those graduates that are assumed not to make 
any repayments, we instead assume 100% RAB charge (i.e. that the entirety of 
the loan will be written off). 

 Similarly, for EU domiciled students who emigrate overseas post-graduation, we 
apply the same RAB charge for graduates that make repayments as was 
estimated for EU domiciled students living in Ireland post-graduation, and a 100% 
RAB charge for those that are assumed not to repay any parts of their loan.  

Applying the assumed proportions of graduates living in Irelands vs. overseas (see Table 4), 
we then estimate the average RAB charge across graduates living in Ireland vs. overseas (by 
student domicile) – as well as the average RAB charge across all students irrespective of 
domicile (weighted by the proportion of first-year students in the 2019-20 cohort by domicile) 
– by study level and mode159. The resulting average RAB charges are then used as key inputs 
into the calculation of aggregate resource flows (see Section 4.3.5), to calculate the Exchequer 
cost associated with the proposed student loan system (where applicable). 

In addition to these adjustments to the aggregate resource flows across the different 
stakeholders of interest, it was necessary to make adjustments for graduates emigrating 
overseas to the key measures underlying impact of the funding provided for the 2019-20 
cohort of students on the General Government Balance and the General Government Net 
Debt . These adjustments are made in the ‘‘EmiAdj_2’ sheet – separately by type of measure, 
student domicile, gender, mode of study, level of study, and academic year (2019-20 
onwards). The sheet is set up in a similar manner as the ‘EmiAdj_1’ sheet, with separate sets 
of columns for Irish vs. domiciled EU students, split into graduates living in Ireland, graduates 
living overseas, and an average across these two groups160, respectively. 

The measures associated with the proposed student loan system required for the calculation 
of the General Government Balance (per student/graduate per year) include161: 

 
158 As outlined in Section 4.2.11.7, we assume that 79% of Irish domiciled students and 69% of EU domiciled students emigrating 
overseas post-graduation will make repayments on their student loans. 
159 The averages across male and female students were similarly weighted by the number of first-year students who started 
higher education qualifications in Ireland in the 2019-20 academic year.  
160 All numbers constitute averages across graduates on different earnings quintiles. 
161 For a more detailed description of the calculation of the impact of the higher education funding system on the General 
Government Balance and the General Government Net Debt (i.e. the macroeconomic impacts of the system), please refer to 
Section 4.3.6. 

Adjusting RAB charge estimates for 
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Adjusting Government Balance/Net Debt 
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 The interest receivable on the proportion of the loan principal that is expected 
to be repaid: As with the RAB charge estimates discussed above, we assume the 
same amount for Irish/EU domiciled students living overseas post-graduation that 
make repayments as Irish/EU domiciled students living in Ireland post-graduation 
(respectively). For overseas graduates not making repayments, we assume €0 
interest receivable; and 

 The value of the loan principal that is expected to be written off: For repaying 
Irish/EU domiciled students emigrating overseas post-graduation, we again assume 
the same level of repayments (and, therefore, write-offs) as for Irish/EU domiciled 
students staying in Ireland after graduation (respectively). For overseas graduates not 
making repayments, we assume that the total loan principal provided to these 
students is written off. 

The measures associated with the proposed student loan system required for the calculation 
of the General Government Net Debt include: 

 Graduates’ loan repayments: For repaying Irish/EU domiciled students emigrating 
overseas post-graduation, we again assume the same level of repayments as for 
Irish/EU domiciled students staying in Ireland after graduation (respectively), and zero 
repayments for overseas graduates not making repayments. 

 The total loan outlay (i.e. principal), assumed to be the same for students who 
emigrate overseas as for students who remain in Ireland post-graduation. 

Again, the model then applies the corresponding proportions of graduates living in Irelands 
vs. overseas (see Table 4) to estimate averages (for each measure) across graduates living 
in Ireland and overseas. 

 Calculating aggregate resource flows associated with the cohort 

The sheets entitled ‘RF_UGFT’, ‘RF_UGPT’, 
‘RF_PGFT’ and ‘RF_PGPT’ calculate the 
total resource flows (i.e. income/costs 
streams to the relevant stakeholders) across 
the whole 2019-20 cohort of students, per 
academic year over their entire study 
duration (for undergraduate full-time, 
undergraduate part-time, postgraduate full-time and postgraduate part-time students, 
respectively).  

Each of these sheets starts with an overview (at the top) of the number of students in the 
cohort expected to progress through each year, as well as the estimated number completing 
the given qualification after the final year of study (separately by domicile, study level, and 
institution type). Each sheet then calculates the aggregate level of funding associated with the 
2019-cohort, separately for each key higher education funding stream modelled (and by 
study level and institution type). As outlined above, we assume that the funding per student 
per year associated with each of these funding streams increases with annual inflation 
(based on the Harmonised Index of Consumer Prices) in every subsequent academic year162. 
The sheets calculate the total amount per academic year163, as well as the aggregate over 
the cohort’s entire period of study (in cash terms (in current prices) as well as in NPV 
terms164 (in constant 2019-20 prices)).  

Specifically, each of these sheets multiplies the relevant total number of students progressing 
through each academic year by the corresponding average estimated funding per student per 

 
162 This adjustment ensures that the average funding per student remains constant in real terms over time.  
163 From 2019-20 onwards, for a maximum of up to 10 years (i.e. until 2028/29, though the highest assumed average study 
duration is 7 years (for part-time students undertaking Doctorate degrees)). 
164 i.e. discounted terms. 

Aggregate resource flows to each 
stakeholder, by funding item, study level 

and provider type

Separate sheets by level (UG/PG) and study 
mode FT/PT))

RF_UGFT
RF_UGPT
RF_PGFT
RF_PGPT
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year (as applicable, depending on the funding option modelled and the type of student 
considered), to calculate: 

1. The total tuition fees associated with the 2019-20 student cohort, estimated 
separately by fee component (including the tuition fee, student contribution charge and 
other levy components); 

2. The total amount of tuition fees funded through the Free Fees Initiative;  
3. The total funding associated with the student contribution element of the fee grant;  
4. The total loan outlay (i.e. principal), the amount expected to be written off by the 

Exchequer (calculated by multiplying the loan outlay by the corresponding estimated 
RAB charge165), and the amount expected to be repaid, associated with student 
contribution loans;  

5. The total funding associated with standard and special rate postgraduate fee 
contributions (where, for reference, each sheet shows both the average grant per 
student before and after adjusting for the proportion of students with reckonable 
income of less than €24,000 in receipt of payments qualifying them for the special 
rate); 

6. The total standard and special rate maintenance grant funding (again showing 
both rates before and after the adjustments for qualifying payments), for Irish 
domiciled students only (since EU domiciled students are not eligible for this type of 
support); 

7. The total loan outlay, the amount expected to be written off by the Exchequer, and the 
amount expected to be repaid, associated with maintenance loans (applicable to 
supplementary Option 4 only, and again for Irish domiciled students only166);  

8. The maintenance or living costs incurred by students throughout their studies 
(in gross terms, i.e. before taking account of any public maintenance grant (or loan) 
funding received from the Exchequer). The Cassells Review proposed ‘an increase in 
the value of maintenance payments to better reflect living costs’167. To model the 
average maintenance costs per student, we assume that the average maintenance 
grants provided under the different alternative funding options exactly equal the living 
costs incurred by students. In other words, the assumed average maintenance costs 
per student per year is based on the average (standard plus special rate) estimated 
maintenance grants that would be provided under each of the Cassells Review’s 
options (1 to 3168)169. As a result, for Irish domiciled students, the estimated aggregate 
living costs associated with the 2019-20 cohort is exactly offset by the maintenance 
grants provided under each of the Cassells Review options170; 

9. The total HEA block grant funding provided to higher education institutions; and 
10. The aggregate amount of employer funding raised through the National Training 

Fund levy to support the level of public funding available for higher education in 
Ireland.  

The resulting total funding amounts associated with the 2019-20 cohort (in NPV terms and 
constant 2019-20 prices) are then presented in the key outputs sheets within the model, 
including the ‘Sum_Agg’ sheet (see Section 4.4.1) and the ‘Tables’ sheet (see Section 4.4.2).  

 
165 Where the RAB charges are taken from the ‘EmiAdj_1’ sheet, and incorporate the adjustments for repayments from graduates 
who are expected to emigrate overseas post-graduation.  
166 Hence, in this case, to estimate the value of the loan written off vs. repaid, we multiply by the estimated average RAB charge 
among Irish domiciled students only.  
167 Expert Group on Future Funding for Higher Education (2016), p. 45. 
168 As well as supplementary Option 4. 
169 Separately by study level, mode, and institution type. Note that this approach results in some artificial but necessary variation 
in the assumed living costs per student per year across these student characteristics (which ensures that total maintenance costs 
equal total maintenance grants for each group of students, under Options 1 to 4).  
170 Note that this offsetting effect does not apply to EU domiciled students, since these ‘tuition students’ are not eligible for any 
public maintenance grant funding. 
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 Modelling the macroeconomic impacts of the different funding systems 

In terms of the macroeconomic impacts of 
the current and proposed higher education 
funding systems on the Irish National 
Accounts, we model the impacts on: 

 The level of public deficit/surplus – in terms of the General Government Balance 
(i.e. the balance of Government income and expenditure accrued per year), and 

 The level of public debt – in terms of General Government Net Debt (i.e. the 
(cumulative) stock of liabilities minus assets in a given year). 

Note that, in contrast to the above-described aggregate income/cost streams between the 
relevant stakeholders of interest (which are expressed in NPV terms in constant 2019-20 
prices), the impact of the different HE funding systems on the public deficit/surplus and public 
debt in each year171 is measured in (undiscounted) cash terms and current prices.  

The impact of any public grant funding associated with the 2019-20 student cohort under 
the current and proposed HE funding systems on Ireland’s National Accounts is relatively 
straightforward. The grant outlay to students/HEIs in each year of study is recorded as an 
expenditure in the calculation of the General Government Balance, and as a liability in the 
General Government Net Debt.  

However, the treatment of public income-contingent student loans in the National Accounts 
is much more complex, as illustrated by the recent significant revisions to the recording of 
student loans in the UK National Accounts. The UK Office for National Statistics - and the 
Central Statistics Office for Ireland – compile public sector finance statistics based on the 
guidelines set out in the European System of Accounts 2010 (ESA 2010172), and the 
accompanying Manual on Government Deficit and Debt. As outlined by the UK Office for 
Budget Responsibility, ‘ESA 2010 aims to record the “economic reality of transactions” and as 
such generally provides a good basis for analysing fiscal sustainability. But ESA 2010 applies 
to the whole economy, not just government, and seeks to produce statistics that are 
comparable across EU Member States. Despite their stated aim, the resulting accounting 
conventions do not always capture economic reality well, for example due to the idiosyncrasies 
of some national policies and institutions. One such example is the income-contingent student 
loans that operate in the UK’173. 

There are significant differences between income-contingent student loans offered in the UK 
(and proposed for Ireland as part of the Cassells Review’s Option 3) and other types of loans 
typically captured in the ESA 2010 accounts. The value of student loans is uncertain, given 
that graduates’ repayments are contingent on their income (rather than the value of the original 
loan outlay), and that the built-in write-off implies that a significant proportion of these loans is 
expected to be cancelled at the end of the repayment period (or under special circumstances). 
While ESA 2010 includes clear guidance on the treatment of loans in general, it lacks 
appropriate instructions on how to record financial assets with a significant expected loss to 
the government (such as income-contingent student loans). In the absence of such guidance, 
up until recently, the Office for National Statistics’ deficit calculations treated student loans as 
‘typical’ loans – recording the interest receivable (rather than actually repaid) on the entire 
loan balance each year (as a surplus), and only recording the loss associated with any loan 
write-off many years into the future (i.e. at the end of the repayment period).  

Given this ‘fiscal illusion’ created by the previous treatment of student loans (since the loans 
appeared to be in surplus throughout almost the entire repayment period), in 2018, the Office 

 
171 Note that, in line with the rest of the modelling, the macroeconomic impacts of the different higher education funding systems 
on the Irish National Accounts are measured per academic year, rather than per fiscal year.  
172 See European Commission (2013).  
173 See Office for Budget Responsibility (2018), p.1. 
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for National Statistics engaged with international and UK statistical organisations to define the 
most appropriate recording of student loans in the National Accounts. After assessing a range 
of potential options, the Office for National Statistics recommended a new hybrid approach 
to recording student loans, treating these instruments as part loans (since a proportion is 
expected to be repaid) and part capital transfers (based on the proportion expected not to be 
repaid)174. This approach was supported by Eurostat, and subsequently incorporated it into its 
own guidance as part of its 2019 update to the Manual on Government Deficit and Debt175. In 
our assessment of the macroeconomic impact of the student loans proposed under Option 
3176, we assume that, if such loans were introduced, the Irish Government would follow the 
Eurostat guidance and compile public sector deficit and debt statistics using this hybrid 
treatment of student loans. 

Table 10 outlines our resulting assumptions on the national accounting treatment of the range 
of public funding streams associated with the current and proposed Irish HE funding system 
(including student loans, student grants, HEI grants, and NTF levy funding received from 
employers – as applicable), where: 

 Student support grants177 and block grant funding for HEIs are recorded as 
decreases in the General Government Balance (i.e. as expenditures) and increases 
in General Government Net Debt (i.e. as liabilities adding to Government borrowing) 
during the period of study. 

 Conversely, the NTF levy contributions received from employers to support the 
public funding of higher education increase the General Government Balance (i.e. as 
income adding to the surplus) and decrease General Government Net Debt (i.e. as 
an asset). 

 In terms of the extension of student loans during the period of study, the General 
Government Balance would record the proportion of the loan principal expected not 
to be repaid (i.e. written off) as upfront expenditure in each year of study (i.e. a 
decrease in the Balance)178. This constitutes the grant/capital transfer element of the 
loans. The treatment of loans in General Government Net Debt is relatively more 
straightforward, with Debt increasing with the full value of the loan outlay in each year 
of study (i.e. recorded as a liability). 

 The remaining loan principal (expected to be fully repaid) would still be treated as a 
loan. The interest accrued on this remaining loan element would then be recorded 
as income adding to the General Government Balance in each year during the loan 
repayment period. Given that this loan element is expected to be fully repaid, there 
are no more loan write-offs recorded at the end of the repayment period. The General 
Government Net Debt is not affected by the interest accrued on this loan element. 

 Finally, loan repayments and write-offs would not directly affect the General 
Government Balance (but would only be used to calculate the above-discussed grant 
and loan elements of the loan outlay). In contrast, loan repayments would be recorded 
as a decrease in General Government Net Debt. 

In terms of student support grants, block grants for HEIs, and NTF levy contributions, the 
model captures the deficit and debt impacts associated with both those students in the 2019-

 
174 See Office for National Statistics (2019b).  
175 See Eurostat (2019). 
176 As well as supplementary Option 4 (including maintenance loans). 
177 Including Free Fees Initiative Funding, grants for the student contribution element of the fee, postgraduate fee contributions 
and maintenance grants . 
178 Specifically, we multiply the loan outlay (i.e. the loan principal) by the proportion of the entire loan balance (including the loan 
principal plus accumulated interest) expected to be written off, based on cash terms (i.e. undiscounted) in current prices. In 
mathematical terms, this is calculated as [Loan principal + Interest – Repayments]/[Loan principal + repayments].  
Note that this proportion differs from the above-described calculation of the RAB charge (see Section 4.3.3), which was instead 
calculated as [Loan principal – Repayments]/[Loan principal] (all captured in NPV terms  and constant 2019-20 prices).   
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20 cohort expected to complete their intended HE qualification, as well as those expected to 
drop out of their studies (i.e. non-completers).  

However, the modelling was not able to take account of the full debt or deficit impact of loans 
provided to non-completers in the cohort (under Option 3 and supplementary Option 4). In 
terms of the General Government Balance, the model includes the cost of the loan principal 
extended to non-completers that is expected not to be repaid179. However, the model excludes 
the interest accrued on the value of loans expected to be repaid by these non-completing 
students. Since interest accrued has a positive impact on the General Government Balance 
(i.e. it is recorded as income), this results in an underestimate of the Balance (surplus) 
throughout the loan repayment period, under Options 3 and 4. In addition, the model excludes 
non-completers’ loan repayments from the calculation of General Government Net Debt. Since 
loan repayments have a negative impact on Debt (i.e. they are recorded as assets), this results 
in an overestimate of Debt under Options 3 and 4. These limitations thus imply that the model 
estimates a marginally more negative public debt and deficit position associated with the 
proposed student loans than might be the case in reality. 

Table 10 Assumed treatment of public grant and loan funding for higher education 
in the General Government Balance and General Government Net Debt 

Type of public funding 
(where applicable) 

General Government  
Balance 

General Government  
Net Debt 

Free Fees Initiative funding Decreases Increases 

Student contribution element 
of the fee grant 

Decreases Increases 

Postgraduate fee 
contributions 

Decreases Increases 

Maintenance grants Decreases Increases 

HEA block grants Decreases Increases 

NTF levy funding from 
employers 

Increases Decreases 

Extension of student loans 
Decreases by value of loans 

expected not to be repaid 
Increases by full loan outlay 

Interest accrual on student 
loan 

Increases by interest accrued on 
loan value expected to be repaid 

- 

Student loan repayments* -* 
Decreases by full value of loan 

repayments 

Write-off of outstanding loan 
balance* 

-* - 

Note: * Used to estimate the loan value that is expected not to be repaid.  

Source: LE Europe, based on Office for National Statistics (2018a and b) and Eurostat (2019) 

 

To enable a detailed understanding of the economic costs associated with each higher 
education funding option to the relevant stakeholders of interest, and the macroeconomic 
impacts of each system, the model includes four key outputs sheets (‘Sum_Agg’, ‘Sum_Det’, 
‘Tables’ and ‘Graphs’). For ease of reference, each of these sheets is divided into separate 
sections using grouped rows, which can be hidden/unhidden by clicking on the ‘+’ signs on 
the left-hand side of the sheet. In addition, to allow for a more straightforward comparison of 

 
179 Though note again that these calculations use the same assumed proportion of the loan not expected to be repaid as estimated 
for students expected to complete HE qualifications.  
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individual scenarios, we grouped the relevant columns for each funding option, which can also 
be hidden/unhidden as required to display only specific sets of results.  

Note that, throughout each of these output sheets, there are a range of results that might be 
the same across multiple funding options considered. For example, the size and composition 
of the cohort of students starting qualifications in 2019-20 is assumed to be the same across 
all funding scenarios considered, and the estimated level of maintenance grant funding 
provided is the same across Options 1 to 3 (based on the recommendations provided by the 
Cassells Review). For completeness and transparency – and in the event that the DFHE would 
like to change any of the underlying assumptions for individual options for its internal use in 
the future – the model presents all results separately for each option.  

 Aggregate and detailed results sheets 

The ‘Sum_Agg’ and ‘Sum_Det’ sheets are 
those components of the model that use the 
underlying Macro. The left-hand side of each 
sheet first provides the (formula-based) 
results for the particular option that is 

selected in the drivers (‘D’) sheet. As outlined in Section 4.2.1, the Macro (triggered by clicking 
the ‘Run this option’ button in the ‘D’ sheet) then pastes these results (as values) into the 
corresponding results columns (on the right) that are associated with that option. Hence, all 
results cells within the ‘Sum_Agg’ and ‘Sum_Det’ sheets under the headings for each funding 
option include hard-coded values only (pasted using the Macro). 

The ‘Sum_Agg’ sheet provides an overview of the total impact of each funding option, in 
terms of: 

 The aggregate resource flows (i.e. income/cost streams, in NPV terms and constant 
2019-20 prices) across students/graduates, HEIs, the Exchequer and employers. The 
sheet first presents an aggregate overview across all stakeholders, followed by more 
detailed tables for each stakeholder group (each broken down by income/cost stream, 
institution type, study level (undergraduate vs. postgraduate) and study mode (full-
time vs. part-time); 

 The underlying total loan outlay (applicable to Options 3 (and 4) only), split into the 
amount expected to be repaid or written off, and broken down by loan type (i.e. student 
contribution loan vs. maintenance loans), institution type, study level and study mode 
(in NPV terms and constant prices); and 

 The total impact of each system on the General Government Balance and 
General Government Net Debt, by year and study mode (in cash terms and current 
prices). 

The ‘Sum_Det’ provides a wide range of supplementary results for each option, including: 

 An overview of the underlying number of first-year students starting HE 
qualifications in the 2019-20 cohort, including breakdowns by domicile (i.e. Irish vs. 
other EU), study level, institution type, and mode). As outlined above (see Section 
4.2.2), we assume the same size and composition of each cohort under all options 
(i.e. we do not take account of any dynamic effects of the funding provided under the 
different alternative scenarios on student behaviour). As a result, this information on 
the cohort is the same across all funding options (including the current (Baseline) 
system); 

 The assumed maximum level of maintenance funding per student per year by 
reckonable income band (of €1,000), separately for (standard and special) 
maintenance grants, maintenance loans (applicable to supplementary Option 4 only), 
and in total. In each instance, the underlying reckonable income thresholds for these 
grants have been uprated to incorporate the assumed average of one other relevant 
person per student in the same household undertaking full-time further or higher 

Summary of aggregate resource flows/costs 
of each funding  option to each stakeholder

Summ_Agg

Summary of detailed underlying results per 
student/by funding component

Summ_Det
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education180. The information is broken down for students available for adjacent vs. 
non-adjacent rates of funding, the number of other dependent children in the 
household, study level and mode, and is presented in constant 2019-20 prices181. 

 The estimated average funding per student per year182 (all in (undiscounted) cash 
terms in constant 2019-20 prices) by detailed study level, study mode, institution type, 
and funding type, including: 

 Fees, by component (i.e. tuition fees, student contributions, and other 
levies/capitation fees) and in total;  

 Free Fees Initiative funding; 

 The student contribution element of the fee grant; 

 Student contribution and maintenance loans (including the total loan outlay, and 
the amount of this outlay that is expected to be written off or repaid, respectively); 

 Postgraduate fee contributions (i.e. postgraduate fee contribution grants); 

 Maintenance grants (standard vs. special rate); 

 The maintenance/living costs borne by students throughout their studies; 

 HEA block grant funding provided to higher education institutions; and 

 NTF employer levy contributions to the public funding of higher education. 

 A range of specific summary measures associated with student loans (as 
applicable) for all graduates living in Ireland (by study level, mode, gender, and 
student domicile). All of these measures constitute averages/totals across graduates 
on different income quintiles, and include183: 

 Debt on graduation, and total debt accumulated during study and the loan 
repayment period, per student; 

 Total lifetime loan repayments per student;  

 The amount of the loan written off per student at the end of the repayment period; 

 The proportion of graduates who are expected not to repay their full loan, and the 
proportion expected not to make any repayments; 

 A range of summary measures associated with student loans (as applicable) for 
full-time Irish-domiciled Honours Degree graduates living in Ireland (by income 
quintile and gender), including the same measures as above, but also: 

 The RAB charge (i.e. the proportion of the loan expected to be written off184) and 
graduates’ lifetime loan repayments as a proportion of their total earnings 
throughout the loan repayment period185; 

 The average age at which graduates in each group are expected to fully repay 
their loan (for those that do), as well as the age of graduates at the end of the loan 
repayment period;  

 Detailed information on the estimated average earnings and the resulting average 
loan repayments per graduate per year (in cash terms and current prices). 

 The average RAB charges for all graduates (living in Ireland or overseas), by study 
level, mode and student domicile; and 

 The impact of each system on the General Government Balance and General 
Government Net Debt, by year and component of each measure (in cash terms and 
current prices). 

 
180 See Section 4.2.11.3 
181 Again, we assume that all of these funding rates increase in line with inflation (based on the Harmonised Index of Consumer 
Prices) in every subsequent academic year. 
182 Note that these averages per year have not been adjusted for students’ likelihood of progression through/completing each 
year of study. As a result, all of these estimates represent funding values per completing students.  
183 Where relevant, any monetary measures are presented both in cash terms in current prices, and in NPV terms in 2019-20 
prices, and rounded to the nearest €100.  
184 See Section 4.3.3 for more detail. Again, the RAB charge is calculated as [Loan principal – Repayments]/[Loan principal] 
(where all of these measures are captured in NPV terms (in 2019-20 prices) over graduates’ lifetimes.   
185 In contrast to the RAB charge, this measure is calculated based on monetary values in (undiscounted) cash terms and current 
prices.  
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 Summary graphs and tables 

Both of the ‘Sum_Agg’ and ‘Sum_Det’ sheets 
then feed into the ‘Tables’ and ‘Graphs’ 
sheets for additional key summary outputs to 
facilitate the reporting of the model’s main 
results. Again, these sheets are set up 

separately for each option, but also include an additional final set of outputs (on the right-hand 
side of each sheet) that directly compares the aggregate impact across all options. 

Specifically, the ‘Tables’ sheet presents: 

 The overall average RAB charge estimates (across all student domiciles, genders, 
study modes, and graduates living anywhere (i.e. in Ireland or overseas)) by study 
level and on average across all students (where applicable); 

 The average income/cost per full-time Honours Degree student enrolled at a 
university per year, separately from the perspective of students/graduates and the 
Exchequer (in constant 2019-20 prices); 

 The aggregate resource flows for all stakeholders (in NPV terms and constant 2019-
20 prices), broken down by income/cost stream, study level and study mode; and 

 The total funding provided under each system (in NPV terms and constant 2019-
prices), by study level and mode.  

Finally, the ‘Graphs’ sheet then presents a range of figures comparing the results from the 
previous sheets across the different funding options, such as the assumed maximum level 
of maintenance funding per student per year by reckonable income band; average fees per 
student per year (split by component); estimated average graduate earnings per year for 
full-time Irish-domiciled Honours Degree graduates living in Ireland; the lifetime loan 
repayment profiles of these graduates; the impact of each funding option on the General 
Government Balance and Net Debt (in total, compared to the baseline, and broken down by 
component); and the aggregate resource flows/net costs to each stakeholder associated 
with each option. 

 

As highlighted at several points throughout the above guidance, while the model assessing 
the HE funding system is able to comprehensively and flexibly assess the impacts of each of 
the different HE funding options proposed for Ireland, there are several key limitations 
associated with the approach to keep in mind, as follows: 

 The model uses a cohort-based approach, by assessing the costs and 
macroeconomic impacts associated with students who started higher education 
qualifications in 2019-20. However, the model does not capture the full ‘steady state’ 
funding costs per academic year associated with all students enrolled in higher in that 
academic year (i.e. the hypothetical ‘steady state’ once all students are funded under 
each alternative funding option). 

 The model only considers the costs and macroeconomic impacts associated with 
those qualifications that students in the cohort started in 2019-20, but does not 
assess the additional costs of any potential subsequent qualifications 
undertaken by these individuals in the future. 

 The model is static with respect to the size and composition of the student 
cohort of interest, and does not account for any dynamic effects of the more generous 
funding systems proposed by the Cassells Review on student behaviour186.  

 
186 See Section 4.2.2 for more information. 

Key output tablesTables

Key output graphsGraphs



SRSS/SC2019/146 - Increasing the sustainability of Higher and Further Education provision in Ireland 

 

Deliverable 2.1 | 62 

 This also applies to students’ progression/completion rates, which are assumed 
to be the same across all options as in the current (Baseline) system. Note 
further that, due to a lack of available data, these assumed progression/completion 
rates do not take account of the extent to which students in the cohort might complete 
a different qualification than they had originally intended (i.e. the extent to which 
students might ‘switch’ to a different qualification).  

 The modelling of the proposed student loans (under Option 3 and supplementary 
Option 4) necessarily relies on forecasts of graduates’ annual earnings and 
employment probabilities far into the future, based on the assumed repayment 
period of 30 years (including expected average earnings growth throughout the Irish 
economy).  

 The adjustment for emigration as part of the student loans modelling assumes that 
any repayments of graduates from overseas are the same as for graduates 
living in Ireland (given the difficulty in assessing the age-earnings profiles of 
graduates living abroad). Similarly, the model assumes the same RAB charges for 
non-completers as for students in the cohort expected to complete their 
intended qualifications.  

 As outlined in Section 4.3.3, given the lack of a long-standing loan-based system in 
Ireland and the associated administrative data sources that could be used to generate 
a range of more nuanced assumptions, the modelling of the proposed student loans 
does not incorporate: 

 Any differential loan take-up rates across different groups of students, but instead 
assumes full loan take up across all eligible students;  

 Any income from investments or other income (in addition to graduates’ 
earnings in the labour market) that might be counted towards the eligibility for and 
size of graduates’ loan repayment; 

 Voluntary early repayments;  

 Early loan write-off prior to the end of the repayment period (for instance in the 
case of death or disability); or  

 The possibility that borrowers move up and down the earnings distribution 
throughout their careers (i.e. we assume that graduates remain on the same 
earnings quintile over the entire duration of their careers). 

 As outlined in Section 4.3.6, the estimated macroeconomic impact of each system 
does not take account of the full debt or deficit impact of loans provided to non-
completers in the cohort. Specifically, the modelling of the General Government 
Balance excludes the interest accrued on the value of loans expected to be repaid by 
these non-completing students. In addition, the model excludes non-completers’ loan 
repayments from the calculation of General Government Net Debt. The model thus 
estimates a marginally more negative public debt and deficit position associated with 
the proposed student loans than might be the case in reality. 

 Finally, the model’s bottom-up approach to estimating average student support grants 
and loans (see Section 4.3.2) takes account of the range of (complex) eligibility criteria 
in terms of students’ level of study, domicile, their reckonable income, the receipt of 
qualifying payments to receive any special rate grants, students’ distance (i.e. 
adjacency) from their higher education institution, the number of other dependent 
children living in the same household, and the number of other relevant persons in 
the household in full-time further or higher education. However, to avoid any further 
complexity, the model does not make any adjustments for additional eligibility 
rules in terms of students’ previous education and progression187, attendance on 

 
187 In other words, the model implicitly assumes that students are eligible for grants irrespective of whether they are progressing 
in their education (i.e. undertaking a qualification at a higher NFQ than any previous qualifications that they attained).  
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approved Central Applications Office (CAO) courses188, or the maximum periods of 
grant assistance189. 

 

188 i.e. in terms of study level, the model assumes that all students undertaking a major higher education award at a university, 
Institute of Technology or college are eligible for SUSI grant funding. 
189 Under the current (Baseline) system, which offers funding for full-time students only, the assumed full-time average study 
durations applied throughout the model (see Section 4.2.3) are all below the maximum periods of grant assistance currently 
specified by SUSI. As a result, any adjustment for these maximum periods of grant assistance would not impact the model’s 
results for the Baseline scenario. 
Options 1 to 3 (as well as supplementary Option 4) include a proposed extension of student support funding to part-time students. 
Under these options, we effectively assume that the maximum periods of grant assistance would be adjusted accordingly, and 
that they would be equal to or higher than our assumed average study durations for part-time students.  
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