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This paper examines the impact of the abolition of tuition fees on higher education participation. 

More specifically, a difference-in-differences methodology is used to study the effect of the abolition 

of tuition fees in higher education in Scotland. The analysis suggests that abolishing tuition fees 

increases participation in higher education. From a policy perspective, the results show that 

participation rates in higher education are price sensitive and can be manipulated by either the 

abolition or the imposition of tuition fees. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Introduction  

Student participation in higher education is believed to be sensitive to price, thus as the price of 

higher education increases, it is anticipated that the level of participation will decrease (Leslie and 

Brinkman, 1987). The attitude of governments towards higher education has changed in regards to 

higher education which has in turn led to higher education being regarded as a private rather than 

public good, thus the cost burden is placed to a greater extent on the individual rather than the state 

in an increasing number of countries1. The switch from public to private good has come as a result of 

the notion that individuals, rather than society, benefit from participating in higher education 

coupled with the fact that governments have come under increased budgetary constraints (Wilkins, 

Shams and Huisman, 2013). As such, it is anticipated participation in higher education will decline, 

particularly from individuals from lower socio-economic backgrounds as barriers to entry are 

imposed. Indeed, a UK study conducted by Davies and Elias (2003) analysed student “drop out” from 

higher education institutions and concluded financial difficulties accounted for 18% of total “drop 

outs” from higher education. Whereas a wealth of literature is available in regards to the 

introduction of tuition fees, limitations exists in relation to the impact of the abolition of tuition fees 

on higher education participation. 

The purpose of this paper is to examine the impact of the abolition of tuition fees on higher 

education participation through a comparison of Scotland and England/Wales. Tuition fees were 

introduced in the UK in 1998 and replaced with a Graduate Endowment fee in Scotland in 2001. 

Scotland provides a unique case whereby tuition fees were abolished while tuition fees remained in 

place in England/Wales. The Graduate Endowment fee was abolished in 2007 and since then, 

Scottish and EU domiciled students do not pay for tuition at higher education institutions in Scotland 

(Machin, McNally and Wyness, 2013). A difference-in-differences methodology is adopted. This 

methodology is applied as these countries have similar socio-economic characteristics, thus the 

impact of the abolition of tuition fees in Scotland on higher education participation can be 

determined while controlling for the impact of other non-tuition fee related variables. This study 

particularly relevant in regards to policy intervention in order to ascertain future funding of higher 

education in Scotland.   

Methodology 

The empirical analysis focuses on higher education participation for the period 1994-2013. Data was 

obtained from the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) using Higher Education Information 

Database for Institutions (HEIDI) for the number of individuals entering full-time undergraduate 
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 Countries include Australia, Japan and the USA (Wilkins, Shams and Huisman, 2013) 



study by age and subject area studied. The number of entrants by age is used to determine the Age 

Participation Index (API) whereby the number of young people aged 17-20 entering full-time higher 

education is expressed as a proportion of the population of 17 year olds (Scottish Government, 

2015). API data is used as a proxy for participation in higher education to establish and compare the 

trends in higher education participation for Scotland and England/Wales.   

In order to eliminate potential biases in analysing the impact of tuition fees over time in Scotland 

and England/Wales, a difference-in-differences analysis is conducted. This allows omission of biases 

within the second period analysis which rise as a result of non-tuition fee related differences 

between Scotland and England/Wales. Moreover, this eliminates biases in comparisons over time 

which are caused by trends in factors unrelated to tuition (Imbens and Wooldridge, 2009). Given the 

abolition of tuition fees was introduced for Scotland only, two time periods have been established; 

1998-99 (pre-abolition) and 2001-02 (post-abolition). Scotland is used as the treatment variable and 

England/Wales is the control. Within the first period, i.e. when Scotland did not differ in terms of 

tuition with respect to England/Wales, no treatment is required. During the second period, 

Scotland’s tuition differs from England/Wales, thus the data is exposed to treatment during this 

period. The average gain within the second period is subtracted from the average gain in the first 

period in order to omit biases in the second period. 

Findings 

The Age Participation Index (API) for Scotland and England/Wales establishes the trends in 

participation in higher education and allows comparisons to be made. An examination of the API 

shows Scotland has consistently had a higher proportion of individuals entering higher education 

than England/Wales since 1994 with the exception of 2011. This anomaly can be attributed to the 

fact that tuition fees increased substantially in 2012 in England/Wales and thus individuals who had 

perhaps considered deferring entry to higher education post 2011 chose to start prior to the 

increase in order to offset some of the cost. Indeed, this is evident through the considerable drop in 

the API in England/Wales in 2012. Moreover, the API for Scotland increased by 10% in the year 

following the abolition of tuition inferring that tuition fees are related to participation rates.  

Descriptive statistics for the difference-in-difference estimates for Scotland and England/Wales show 

a significant increase in participation in higher education in Scotland following the abolition of 

tuition fees. This signifies abolishing tuition increases participation. 

 

 



Conclusions 

The analysis presented in the paper presents evidence that the abolition of tuition fees increases 

participation in higher education.  A comparison of Scotland and England/Wales using a difference-

in-differences methodology suggests that differences in higher education participation are related to 

differences in tuition fees. From a policy perspective, this is consistent with the Scottish 

Government’s objective of removing barriers to entry into higher education (Scottish Government, 

2013), and justifies the notion that abolishing tuition fees will increase participation.   
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