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1 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

1.1 Overview 

The Higher Education Better Regulation Group (HEBRG) undertook a cost and benefit 
analysis project on Tier 4 student immigration regulation1 between February and June 2013. 
The study’s aims were to quantify the financial costs for UK higher education (HE) providers2 
of compliance with Tier 4 immigration controls and project financial consequence of planned 
and on-going regulatory change in this area.   

Tier 4 of the Points Based System (PBS) for immigration regulation replaced the previous 
system for international students in March 2009. The Tier 4 policy guidance3 stipulates that 
educational sponsors must: offer courses of study to full time students; be subject to 
appropriate educational oversight; issue Confirmation of Acceptance of Studies (CAS) 
certificates to applicants; and adhere to precise record-keeping and reporting requirements 
through the sponsor management system4.    

1.2 Approach to quantifying Tier 4 compliance 

A model to quantify the financial impact of compliance with Tier 4 regulation was developed 
by deconstructing the Tier 4 guidance into duties requiring action by HE providers. These 
actions were then grouped into a set of standard high level processes and activities and 
costs identified.  

The approach taken for the study included: documentary analysis; in-depth qualitative 
interviews with stakeholder organisations; case study research with different types of HE 
providers; and a broader e-survey of a stratified sample of HE providers to populate the 
model with costs data. An extrapolation was then made from the results of the HE providers 
in the sample survey to project the overall costs for the HE sector.  

This report presents all the findings from the study. The cost model developed for the study 
will enable the cost to the HE sector of compliance with Tier 4 to be monitored over time and 
the consequences of any potential future change projected. Additionally, the templates could 
be adapted for use in other types of regulation.  

1.3 Costs of Tier 4 compliance  

A range of quantifiable Tier 4 compliance costs were examined by the study. In addition, 
many HE providers consider Tier 4 regulation to be disruptive across many different 
functions of institutions, and there are therefore unknown non-quantifiable opportunity costs 
to providers. There are also costs to students and perceived reputational costs to the HE 
sector as a whole.   

                                                

1
 The Home Office introduced Tier 4 of the Points Based System (PBS) for student immigration in March 2009 to 

control the entry of students from outside the European Economic Area (EEA) who come to the UK to study. 

2
 The study focussed on Tier 4 (general) students studying at publicly funded UK HE institutions, but also looked 

in less detail at general further education (FE) colleges which have a Tier 4 licence and provide HE directly.  

3
 Home Office UK Border Agency (March 2013). Tier 4 of the Points Based System – Policy Guidance, Tier 

Sponsor version 04/13. 

4
 Requirements for HE providers are also detailed in the annually updated UKCISA guide. UKCISA (2013). A 

guide to regulations and procedures for international students. 
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Annual costs of Tier 4 compliance among the HE providers which responded to the survey 
ranged widely between £4,366 and £772,537 per annum.  

The median annual cost for the respondents was £312,366 and the mean was £357,948.  

The annual cost per Tier 4 student ranged widely from between £46 and £2,392 across the 
responding HE providers.  

Extrapolating the overall annual costs for the whole HE sector Tier 4 compliance in academic 
year 2012/13 is projected to be in the region of £66,800,910.  

The figure below shows the overall costs of Tier 4 compliance to the sector by the different 
process areas. By far the highest cost areas in the system are from governance of Tier 4 
within HE providers, then the application, CAS issuance, and monitoring and engagement of 
international students.  

Figure 1 Overall costs of Tier 4 compliance by process area 

 

1.4 Benefits of Tier 4 regulations  

The study also investigated the benefits from the introduction of the Tier 4 immigration 
system. This was done on the basis of qualitative interviews and discussions. Some of the 
participants in the study suggested there have been benefits from the introduction of Tier 4.  

Three main categories of benefits arising from the Tier 4 system were identified: benefits for 
international students; for HE providers; and for the UK education sector's reputation. 
However, views vary among HE providers on whether there have been any benefits from 
Tier 4 regulation, if so what these are, and their extent. Benefits suggested by one or more of 
the participants were: 

 improved international applicant / student processes;  

 increased digitisation; 
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 improved monitoring of international students; 

 more standardised admissions standards; 

 more focussed international students; 

 better resourced international students; 

 improved retention rates; 

 improved progression and completion rates; and 

 fewer low quality providers.  

1.5 Variation in Tier 4 costs over time 

The study found that the already well-documented issues around the initial implementation of 
the Tier 4 system, and subsequent frequent changes to the system, led to unnecessarily high 
set up costs for HE providers. The perception in the HE sector is that costs have been higher 
for providers than they need have been, due to past issues with efficiency and effectiveness 
at the former UK Border Agency (UKBA), and the turbulence created by repeated guidance 
changes with little lead time for change. Many HE providers report they were put in a position 
whereby they had to develop policies and procedures reactively to the frequent changes in a 
haphazard, incremental way, rather than being able to proactively plan more efficient 
procedures.  

More recently, there has been a heightened realisation, particularly at senior management 
level, of the institutional and reputational risks of not properly complying with the regulations. 
Moreover, the ‘all or nothing’, lack of gradation in penalties, nature of retaining the sponsor 
licence has led to additional costs in compliance across the sector. Providers consider the 
loss of the licence as a significant risk and allocate resources in proportion to this perceived 
risk rather than to the letter of the regulation.  

However, the perception among a number of informants to the study is that the rate and 
scale of the policy changes to the Tier 4 system has decreased. Costs, though still perceived 
to be high in comparison with other regulatory areas, are considered to be settling down to a 
steady state in the HE sector. Nonetheless, as the Tier 4 system matures and becomes 
embedded within HE providers, increasing numbers of students now come under Tier 4, and 
providers are now incurring costs from different and later parts of the compliance process, in 
particular from changing internal systems, processes, and procedures for monitoring of 
international students.   

1.6 Future Tier 4 regulation 

A new co-regulation group has been set up with membership from the Home Office, the 
department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS), the sector representative bodies, 
Universities UK and GuildHE, and the Visa and Immigration Directorate (the operational arm 
of the group). Its focus is on simplifying Tier 4 policy, making it less difficult to follow, and 
reducing the administrative burden on HEIs. Universities UK and the Home Office issued a 
joint communiqué to HE providers on co-regulation in June 2013. New Tier 4 guidance was 
published by the Home Office on 1 July 2013.5 The government has indicated that no future 
major policy changes are envisaged, there is to be a period of stability, and the focus of Tier 
4 regulation will be on the private college part of the sector, rather than higher education 
institutions (HEIs).   

                                                

5
 Home Office (July 2013). Tier 4 of the Points Based System – Policy Guidance, version 07/13.  
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In addition, a new HE Assurance Team within the Visa and Immigration Directorate was 
established in June 2013. The team will be responsible for HEIs rather than further education 
(FE) colleges or other parts of the education sector. Its remit will include developing and 
maintaining a risk matrix of HEIs. Thereafter audits and visits will be risk-based. Intelligence-
led visits will continue to take place separately where required.  Moreover, the team will 
continue to work with the sector at training events and provide advice to individual 
institutions. This will be particularly useful prior to any significant investment in new Tier 4 
compliance systems or other changes being made to ensure the expenditure levels are in 
fact required. This new team is likely to make a positive difference for HEIs, but not, of 
course, for other parts of the HE sector. HEIs will not incur any new costs from the 
assistance provided by this team. 

The Premium Service will apply to all HE providers and cost £8,000 per annum irrespective 
of size (or number of international students). The intended benefit is that all providers will 
have an account management service, however there is concern about the quality of that 
service, and what level of HE and Tier 4 expertise account managers will possess. 

1.7 Potential areas for improvement 

There are a number of areas where there is potential for increasing efficiency in the Tier 4 
system and reducing costs for HE providers. A list is presented below.  

Figure 2 Opportunities for improvement  

Cost type / area Description 

Co-regulation  The Visa and Immigration Directorate should work with the sector when 

changing regulations to reduce administrative burdens while fully addressing 

risks. For example, providers can now define their own induction period, giving 

some flexibility to when they report students who enter the country but do not 

enrol. This is a positive example of how a small amount of flexibility might 

reduce the administrative burden on HE providers without increasing risks. 

Training events 

and sessions  

The programme of joint seminars run by Universities UK and the Visa and 

Immigration Directorate in 2012/13 should be continued. These have helped 

add clarity and aid communication between all parties.  

Duplicate 

licences  

Consideration should be given to a single sponsor licence that includes Highly 

Trusted Sponsor (HTS). 

CAS payments Most institutions wanted to either pay by purchase order or to ‘pre-pay’ for CAS. 
The Visa and Immigration Directorate should examine how to allow payment for 

CAS by purchase order or by pre-purchasing a quantity of CAS. 

Multiple CAS 

being issued  

A clear example of inefficiency in the system is the multiple CAS being issued, 

and paid for by HE providers (costs that may or may not be passed onto 

applicants), and which are never used. 

A joint working group could be set up to provide a forum for discussion of CAS 

system issues. 

Credibility 

interviews  

The impact of credibility interviews should be monitored carefully.  

Post-doctoral 

extension 

scheme 

The new HE Assurance Team should advise HE providers on the requirements 

for this scheme, and issue guidance particularly if (and where) areas of ‘over-

compliance’ and unnecessary costs become apparent.  

In addition, one or more of the sector bodies could take the lead in collating and 

sharing early examples of efficient good practice.  
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Cost type / area Description 

Clarity and 

advice on 

monitoring points 

This is a major area of concern, cost and variation among HE providers, and 

requires clarity from the Visa and Immigration Directorate. It is expected that 

future training events will cover this in more detail.  

Tracking benefits 

of Tier 4 

A longitudinal study could be made of the correlation between the introduction 

of Tier 4 regulation and successful retention, progression and completion rates 

by international students. 

Visa refusal rates  The Visa and Immigration Directorate could provide aggregated information 

about the reasons for visa refusals to sponsors.  

Maintenance 

information 

The Visa and Immigration Directorate could consider extending the validity of 

bank statements for longer than one month and encouraging HE providers to 

check this information before visa application.  This could reduce the number of 

refusals, while still maintaining the requirement for maintenance. 

Applications 

process costs 

The UCAS process for international applicants does not differ significantly to 

that for Home / EU students (although there are a small number of alternative 

questions for non-UK domiciled applicants in order to help HEIs assess fee 

status, and international applicants are requested to include their passport 

number).  

UCAS does not plan to launch a separate application scheme for international 

students; however there may be opportunities to make some adjustments to 

help both HE providers and international applicants. UCAS will be launching a 

consultation in 2013 in order to incorporate sector requirements in a new 

common application service which is currently being developed, and there may 

be opportunities for HE providers to identify any areas which could assist in 

respect of Tier 4 compliance. 

Advice prior to 

investment 

decisions being 

made 

The introduction of the HE Assurance Team should benefit HE providers as 

they will have access to the Visa and Immigration Directorate officers, with HE 

sector knowledge and expertise. Advice may be sought, and plans discussed 

with the team prior to any major Tier 4 systems or processes investment 

decisions being made to ensure this is in fact necessary.     

There is a good opportunity through the planned on-going liaison to step in and 

prevent institutions inventing multiple approaches and procedures.  

Disproportionate 

costs to smaller 

providers (or 

those with fewer 

Tier 4 students) 

Licence costs could be scaled to the number of Tier 4 students attending a 

provider.  Sponsor Licence fees, HTS fees and ‘premium service’ fees could be 

different and based perhaps on the number of CAS being applied for.   

Penalties for non-

compliance  

While the removal of the sponsor licence is appropriate in some circumstances, 

across the HE sector there is a much smaller risk of misuse of Tier 4 visas than 

in other areas.  Penalties for non-compliance could be tiered, with more 

consideration given to actual breaches than to administrative errors and more 

intermediate steps before suspension or revocation of the licence.   

Evaluating 

changing 

interaction with 

HE sector 

It is important that changes, such as co-regulation and the HE Assurance Team 

are given an opportunity to have an effect and then that this is measured / 

evaluated and improvements made as necessary.  

Evaluating costs 

over time using 

Using the financial modelling tool on an ongoing basis will provide an 

opportunity for the sector to monitor areas of current high costs of Tier 4 
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Cost type / area Description 

the model   compliance and assess the impact of changes over time. 

The model will also allow the cost / benefit implications of prospective changes 

to Tier 4 regulation to be fully analysed and considered in consultation with HE 

providers in advance of the implementation of regulation.   
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2 INTRODUCTION  

2.1 Background and context  

The Home Office introduced Tier 4 of the Points Based System (PBS) for student 
immigration in March 2009 to control the entry of students from outside the European 
Economic Area (EEA) who come to the UK to study. For the higher education (HE) sector, 
the rapid implementation of Tier 4 and the compliance requirements are perceived to have 
been disruptive and costly, particularly the need to keep up to date with the frequent policy 
and guidance changes which have taken place. In addition, there is concern in the HE sector 
that perceptions about how welcoming the UK is to prospective international students is 
risking the UK’s reputation, and may be leading to a decline in international applications6.7 

A detailed overview of Tier 4 regulations, sponsors’ requirements and the key policy reforms 
implemented since 2009 is provided at Appendix One.  

Robust costs to the HE sector of compliance with Tier 4 regulations are not yet known. The 
National Audit Office estimated in 20128 that the net direct cost (costs less benefits) to all 
education providers, not only HE providers, of Tier 4 was £25.5 million per annum. 
Subsequently, the Public Accounts Committee considered this an underestimate, and 
suggested there could be an additional £40 million direct cost to sponsors9.  

2.2 Terms of reference 

In this context, the Higher Education Better Regulation Group (HEBRG) undertook a cost 
and benefit analysis project on Tier 4 immigration regulation between February and June 
2013. The study’s aims were to quantify the financial costs for UK HE providers10 of 
compliance with Tier 4 immigration controls and to project financial consequence of planned 
and ongoing regulatory change in this area.  

Outputs from the study are a financial model and accompanying report which: 

 quantify the financial impact on HE providers of compliance with Tier 4 regulations;  

 present a method / model that may be used for calculating the financial impact of 
prospective changes to Tier 4 regulation on HE providers, and which could be developed 
to assess the costs and benefits of other areas of regulation;   

 make recommendations in order to extrapolate and project overall costs and benefits of 
Tier 4 regulation to HE providers, and to monitor this costing mechanism.  

                                                

6
 Data from the HESA Student record for 2011/12 shows an overall 1.5% increase in non-EU domiciled students, 

and indicates a changing pattern of participation in UK HE, with a significant drop of students from India (down 

23.5%)  and Pakistan (down 13.4%).  HESA (January 2013). Press release 184 - Non-UK domicile students.  
7 Latest Home Office immigration statistics show a 10% overall fall in sponsored visa applications to study in the 

year ending March 2013, on the previous 12 months. This change affected different parts of the education sector 

variably (and different source countries), with a 5% increase for the university sector, but a fall of 46% for the 

further education sector. See Home Office (May 2013). Immigration Statistics, January to March 2013.  
8
 National Audit Office (2012). Home Office: UK Border Agency Immigration: The Points Based System – Student 

Route. Public Accounts Committee (July 2012).  
9
 Public Accounts Committee (July 2012). Seventh Report Immigration: The Points Based System-Student Route. 

10
 The study is focussing on Tier 4 (general) students studying at publicly funded UK HE institutions, but also 

looking at general further education (FE) colleges which have a Tier 4 licence and provide HE directly.  
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The intended outcomes from this study are improved empirical data on the costs and a better 
understanding of the benefits of compliance with Tier 4 regulations.  

2.3 Methodology 

In summary, the approach to the study involved the following strands of activity: 

 A comprehensive, desk-based review of relevant reports to assimilate findings and prior 
learning into the study, and identify additional areas of enquiry. Key sources are 
referenced in Appendix Two.  

 Targeted consultation via semi-structured in-depth telephone interviews with a range of 
HE sector representative and professional bodies and other stakeholder organisations to 
explore views on costs and benefits of Tier 4 compliance, prospective changes to 
regulations envisaged, and the key issues and criteria for developing the model.  

 Development of a model to quantify the financial impact of complying with Tier 4 
regulation, based on the Regulatory Cost Model (RCM), along with a feature rich MS 
Excel template to identify, classify and report on the costs of regulation.  

 Research among HE providers to inform the development of the model and then populate 
it with data. Extensive consultation with HE providers included:  

 individual in-depth interviews and focus group discussions;  

 case study research with a purposively selected sample of seven different types of 
HE provider to identify and classify Tier 4 compliance activities and inform the 
design of a detailed questionnaire for collecting costs data for the model; and  

 a stratified random sample survey of HE providers to gather the costs data using the 
detailed questionnaire to populate the model – a total of 24 HE providers responded 
to the e-survey and provided detailed costs data (see Appendix Two for details).   

 Analysis using the templates and tools to calculate the financial impact of Tier 4 
compliance on HE providers. The use of sensitivity analysis and categorisation of HE 
providers enabled the extrapolation and projection of the overall costs of Tier 4 regulation 
to the HE sector.  

 Collation and synthesis of the results of all the research undertaken to produce this report, 
including a set of suggestions for increasing efficiency in the Tier 4 system and reducing 
costs for HE providers.  

More details on the methodology are at Appendix Two. This includes a list of the 
organisations which contributed to the study and more details of the approach taken to 
develop the financial model.  

 

The next section provides an overview of Tier 4 compliance requirements and the processes 
and activities involved for HE providers.   
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3 MEETING TIER 4 COMPLIANCE REQUIREMENTS  

3.1 Introduction 

This section outlines the main Tier 4 regulatory compliance requirements and the 
corresponding common processes and activities undertaken by HE providers to meet these 
requirements.   

3.2 Tier 4 compliance requirements  

Tier 4 of the Points Based System (PBS) for immigration regulation replaced the previous 
system for student immigration in March 2009. It was introduced in phases and fully 
implemented from February 2010. Appendix One provides a detailed overview of Tier 4 
regulations, sponsors’ requirements and the key policy reforms since its implementation.  

The current Tier 4 policy guidance and supporting appendices are available from the (former) 
UK Border Agency (UKBA) website11. Requirements for HE providers are also detailed in the 
annually updated UKCISA guide12.   

The main Tier 4 compliance duties requiring action by HE providers are grouped by:  

 gaining, retaining and renewing the Tier 4 and Highly Trusted Sponsor (HTS) licences;  

 tracking the international student journey from application through to enrolment, and 
monitoring through to departure.  

3.3 Tier 4 and Highly Trusted Sponsor licences 

A standard Tier 4 sponsor licence is required by HE providers and is valid for four years. 
Sponsors have to offer courses of study to full time students, be subject to appropriate 
educational oversight by one of the specified inspection or review bodies, and adhere to 
precise record-keeping and reporting requirements, through the Sponsor Management 
System (SMS).  

A key change from the previous system is that Tier 4 applicants have to be given a valid 
Confirmation of Acceptance of Studies (CAS) certificate from a licensed Tier 4 sponsor prior 
to applying for a visa. To be compliant, sponsors must only assign CAS to students who 
meet the Tier 4 requirements and who they believe will comply with their immigration 
conditions.  

In 2010, the former UKBA (now the Home Office Visa and Immigration Directorate) 
introduced the HTS Scheme, which sponsors could choose to apply for if they met certain 
criteria. Since April 2011, however, all Tier 4 sponsors must apply for HTS status in order to 
sponsor new students. HTS licences must be renewed annually and sponsors must continue 
to meet the specified criteria. 

The Home Office Immigration and Visa Directorate monitor compliance of Tier 4 sponsors 
through reports made, intelligence gathering, compliance visits, and more formal audits and 
inspections. Failure of sponsors to comply with Tier 4 duties can lead to the revocation, 
suspension, or downgrading of the licence.  

                                                

11
 Home Office UK Border Agency (March 2013). Tier 4 of the Points Based System – Policy Guidance, Tier 

Sponsor version 04/13. 
12

 UKCISA (2013). A guide to regulations and procedures for international students. 
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3.4 Tier 4 student journey process 

Tier 4 sponsors have a number of specific compliance duties at different stages of the 
international student journey. The Tier 4 guidance mandates that these duties apply during 
the following international student journey processes:  

 application 

 pre-arrival 

 enrolment / registration  

 monitoring and engagement 

 exception reporting  

 transfer and progression 

 post-study work  

The figure below summarises the main tasks being undertaken by HE providers in each of 
the international student journey stages. Additional stages of pre-application and governance 
have been added to the list above as HE providers consulted for the study identified further 
Tier 4 tasks and costs (not directly mandated by the guidance) within these stages.  

Figure 3 Student journey stages and key activities  

Stage Main activities  

Pre-application  For many of the HE providers consulted, Tier 4 compliance activities begin at the 

pre-application and recruitment stage of the international student journey.   

At this pre-application stage, information for potential applicants about the Tier 4 

visa process is provided through printed and electronic media and is sometimes 

translated into local languages, and through recruitment agents.  

Queries from the applicant are managed by the HE provider.  

These tasks are not directly mandated by the UKBA guidance. 

Application International applicants to undergraduate courses can apply via UCAS using the 

same process as home and EU students.  The only difference in the UCAS 

application process is that international students are asked for their passport 

number.  

International applicants to undergraduate level study may also apply directly to 

HE providers, and all postgraduate applicants apply directly.     

In the recruitment / application stage, UKBA guidance and advice states that the 

HE provider must gather, check and store all documentation including the 

applicant’s academic qualifications, and must establish that the course represents 

academic progression.  

Some HE providers also interview international applicants, and where they do 

they must be recorded. The sound and video recording (in the case of Skype 

interviews) must be maintained as evidence of a legitimate recruitment process to 

be stored as part of the Appendix D requirements ‘Copies (or originals where 
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Stage Main activities  

possible) of any evidence assessed by you as part of the process of making an 

offer to the migrant.’
13

   

Some HE providers modify their application systems for Tier 4 requirements. 

Others send an information checklist to international applicants to ensure they 

return all the required documentation correctly. 

CAS issuance When an offer has been made and accepted, the HE provider issues the CAS.  

In order to issue a CAS, the HE provider must gather and check: 

 English language certificates; 

 an Academic Technology Approval Scheme (ATAS) certificate where one is 

required and; 

 that the applicant’s course of study is within the UKBA time limits.  

UKBA guidance suggests, but does not require, that the provider checks that the 

applicant has sufficient financial maintenance.   

A CAS is issued, usually by a bulk upload into the UKBA’s SMS. 

 To improve the visa acceptance rate and the uptake of CAS by students, who 

may also receive CAS from other HE providers, some providers have a ‘second 

eyes’ review of documentation.  

Some providers also require applicants to pay a deposit towards course fees. 

Pre-arrival After a Tier 4 visa is issued, but before the student arrives in the UK, some HE 

providers send Tier 4 pre-arrival information, provide general advice about the 

UKBA credibility interviews, or collect data and handle queries about visa 

refusals.   None of these tasks are required by the UKBA guidance. 

Registration When a Tier 4 student enrols and is registered, HE providers must scan, record, 

and monitor visa and passport details including expiration dates and must notify 

the UKBA of any Tier 4 students who do not arrive.   

Some providers offer induction sessions for new Tier 4 students, modify their 

enrolment systems to manage Tier 4 enrolments, and manage UK entry refusals. 

Monitoring and 

engagement 

The HE provider must monitor the attendance and progression of Tier 4 students, 

including those on work placements, and must inform the UKBA if it loses contact 

with any Tier 4 students.   

Providers may develop or purchase attendance monitoring systems, produce and 

distribute reports, and investigate non-attendance. 

Transfer and 

progression 

Tier 4 students might move to different courses, defer their studies, or progress to 

other courses.  Changes of programme, deferrals, early completion or 

withdrawals and leaves of absence must all be reported to the UKBA.   

Some HE providers also offer advice to students regarding visa extensions and 

manage students changing courses or progressing to new courses (e.g. 

                                                

13
http://www.ukba.homeoffice.gov.uk/sitecontent/documents/employersandsponsors/pbsguidance/guidancefrom31mar09/appen

dix-d1.pdf?view=Binary.   

http://www.ukba.homeoffice.gov.uk/sitecontent/documents/employersandsponsors/pbsguidance/guidancefrom31mar09/appendix-d1.pdf?view=Binary
http://www.ukba.homeoffice.gov.uk/sitecontent/documents/employersandsponsors/pbsguidance/guidancefrom31mar09/appendix-d1.pdf?view=Binary
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Stage Main activities  

postgraduate studies). 

Governance While an HE provider must apply for a Sponsor Licence and HTS, and must 

prepare for and assist with UKBA compliance visits and audits, a number of 

additional governance tasks that are not part of the student journey are 

performed such as: 

 interpreting UKBA guidance and liaising with UKBA to resolve queries and 

issues; 

 auditing compliance through audit committees, internal audits, and external 

compliance auditors; 

 taking legal advice and managing legal challenges; 

 providing Tier 4 advice to staff and students; 

 attending external Tier 4 committee meetings and UKBA events; 

 developing, delivering, and attending training sessions; 

 other governance tasks, such as implementing new processes in response to 

new initiatives such as the doctorate extension scheme (and Tier 1 Graduate 

Entrepreneur). 

 

In addition to the Tier 4 duties mandated by the guidance, some HE providers undertake 
supplementary actions, as part of their Tier 4 compliance procedures. Their rationale for this 
is that these additional checks and activities will help to ‘safeguard’ their Tier 4 licence.  

UKBA guidance mandated activities are referred to in this report as direct activities, and 
additional activities undertaken by HE providers but not stipulated in the guidance as indirect 
activities.  

The figure below shows 23 activities directly mandated by the Tier 4 guidance. However 40 
further Tier 4 activities are also being undertaken by some of the HE providers which took 
part in the study. However, not every HE provider undertakes all or in some cases any of 
these additional activities.  

Figure 4 International student processes and direct / indirect Tier 4 activities 

Process type Direct tasks Indirect tasks Total 

Pre-application 

 

4 4 

Application 3 2 5 

CAS issuance 4 2 6 

Pre-arrival 

 

3 3 

Registration 4 3 7 

Monitoring and engagement 3 5 8 

Transfer and progression 5 3 8 

Governance 4 18 22 

Totals 23 40 63 

The figure overleaf is a high level process map illustrating the international Tier 4 student’s 
journey. It indicates the number of direct and indirect tasks at each stage undertaken by HE 
providers at each stage.  
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Figure 5 International student journey and compliance process map 
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The next section collates the study’s findings on the costs of Tier 4 compliance.  



  

 

 

July 2013                                                                                                                   Page 15 of 45 

4 COSTS OF TIER 4 COMPLIANCE  

4.1 Overview 

The preceding section summarises the processes and tasks involved for higher education 
(HE) providers in complying with Tier 4 regulations. These identified processes and tasks 
informed the preparation of research tools used during detailed case study visits and for the 
survey of HE providers.  

This section collates the findings from all the research conducted among HE providers, which 
in summary included (see Appendix Two for the detailed methodology):  

 case study research with seven different types of HE provider; 

 a stratified sample survey (on the basis of type, region and intensity of international 
students) of 106 different types of HE provider – producing 24 responses (a 23% 
response rate); and 

 extrapolation of the results of the sample survey to the wider population and projection of 
the overall costs of Tier 4 to the HE sector.  

The remainder of this section provides the following:  

 a description of the quantifiable costs for HE providers involved in Tier 4 compliance; and 

 the results of the survey and a projection of the costs of Tier 4 compliance to the HE 
sector. 

4.2 Quantifiable Tier 4 compliance costs 

A range of quantifiable costs were considered by HE providers to be directly attributable to 
Tier 4 requirements. These are summarised in the figure below.  

In addition, Tier 4 regulation is considered by some HE providers to be disruptive across 
many different functions of institutions, and there are therefore unknown non-quantifiable 
opportunity costs to providers, as well as the costs to students and perceived reputational 
costs to the HE sector as a whole.   

Figure 6 Types of costs associated with Tier 4 regulation 

Cost type / area Description 

Senior 

management time 

The introduction of the Tier 4 system brought the new requirement for HE 

providers to hold a sponsor licence, and with it management responsibility for 

overseeing international students’ immigration status. This in itself increased 

costs due to higher salary levels of those involved in the compliance system.  

Additionally, the two higher education institution (HEI) licence suspensions and 

one revocation since Tier 4 was introduced heightened recognition (particularly at 

senior management level) of the institutional and reputational risks of not 

complying with Tier 4 regulation. 

The perceived lack of clarity and frequent changes to the guidance coupled with 

widely reported inconsistency in advice and implementation of the policy among 

some UKBA officials in different parts of the UK, has led to higher than necessary 

costs for many HE providers. Institutions were often given insufficient time to 

interpret new requirements and improve internal policies, systems and processes 

in response. 

Staff costs There has been a growth in HE compliance staff who manage the data entry into 

the UKBA’s Sponsor Management System (SMS), issue the Confirmation of 

Acceptance of Studies (CAS), and monitor international students. Specific 

Compliance Manager roles have been created at a number of institutions within 
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Cost type / area Description 

the past year. 

Moreover, there are small percentages of a wide range of staff within institutions 

that need to be aware of their responsibility to contribute to compliance activities 

and maintain a good understanding of relevant regulation.  

These include staff from across: accommodation; IT; registry; admissions; 

student welfare; international; estates; marketing and recruitment; and from within 

academic departments. 

IT system 

development and 

modification 

There is a consensus of opinion that the initial roll out of the UKBA SMS was 

under-resourced.  The first iteration did not include an upload facility, and 

providers had to re-enter all information through the SMS interface. Subsequent 

changes mean that bulk uploads can now be made. 

There has been a significant capital outlay for HE providers for system purchase 

and modifications and for staff time involved with testing systems after 

modifications.  

Providers do not necessarily incur direct system modification costs on changes of 

UKBA guidance if they use one of the larger suppliers of student record systems. 

HE providers with bespoke systems are likely to incur additional costs.  

Many HE providers need to duplicate their data entry systems, in order to pick out 

data to enter into the SMS. Dedicated staff are required to handle this data and 

upload it either manually or via adapted systems. 

In addition, many HE providers report that when Tier 4 guidance changes have 

system development implications, this has to take priority and other system 

development has to be dropped.  

Student 

monitoring and 

reporting 

The requirement to ensure students are attending properly, and report 10 

expected contacts via the SMS is one of the single biggest costs in the system as 

it involves so many staff across institutions. In some areas, the guidance is highly 

specific, but in this respect it is much more general and therefore open to 

interpretation. There are examples provided but no precise definition of what is 

an academic contact or engagement. 

Tier 4 guidance (and clarification correspondence from the Home Office) states 

that every provider should design its own compliance procedures, but this has led 

to variation in interpretation and thereby in costs (as discussed further below). HE 

providers must choose the monitoring points, develop their individual institutional 

policy, and then ensure it is being implemented.  

However, many HE providers are not confident in doing this, and there is a 

tendency among some institutions of ‘over compliance’ in this area. Extreme 

examples include HEIs asking students to attend three times per week to present 

their passports beyond their usual academic engagement (lectures, seminars). 

Many sorts of technical solutions have been explored, e.g. expensive swipe card 

and biometric recognition systems. 

The issue as the system matures is that only a tiny number of students are 

reported for non-attendance in comparison with the costs incurred. One provider 

reported just 10 non-attendees after spending £250,000 on an attendance 

monitoring system; £25,000 per non-attendee in the first year.  

Furthermore, many providers have implemented attendance monitoring systems 

across the whole student body to meet this requirement; while others have 

designed more limited (but effective) monitoring systems.   

This has been less of an issue for FE colleges (and to some extent post-1992 

HEIs) as there is an existing culture of monitoring student attendance and 

therefore there are systems already in place which can be used to generate the 

10 expected contact reports. However, within older universities the focus is on 
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Cost type / area Description 

independent learning and there can be a cultural barrier to change.       

Fees As well as the costs of individual CAS (now £14) HE providers also pay for Tier 4 

licence renewal every 4 years and Highly Trusted Sponsor (HTS) renewal 

annually. Since HTS has now become mandatory once a sponsor licence is 

gained, there is a lack of understanding about why the licences remain separate.  

Furthermore, the annual renewal process for HTS is considered excessive. Most 

HE regulators renew after four years. Renewal is also at an inconvenient time for 

the HE sector over the summer recess period.  

Duplicate CAS 

certificates 

There is an issue with the conversion rate between CAS issued and student 

acceptance of places. Students may receive multiple CAS from a number of 

institutions. Some institutions charge students the cost of the CAS, while others 

absorb this cost.  

Once a student uses a CAS, the others are nullified and the payment is wasted.  

One HEI reports  a 2:1 ratio of CAS issued to CAS accepted, while another has 

closer to a 10:1 ratio, i.e. 90% of CAS issued are not used. This is a clear 

example of wastage in the system.  

A number of HEIs consulted charge all international applicants deposits, with the 

intention of helping ensure applicants are intending to study there.  

Professional 

advisors 

Usage and thereby costs of internal and external professional advisors (legal and 

audit) are increasing as HE providers seek to protect their licences. This has 

increased substantially in the wake of the licence suspensions and revocation.   

HE providers seek specialist external support, including legal advice to protect 

their licence (in part as this is privileged). They also use external advisors to 

conduct mock compliance visits and audits.  

Staff training and 

communications 

HE providers identify the costs of training staff to ensure Tier 4 compliance, and 

communicating guidance changes to them (and their agents overseas) as an 

area which has been increasing. This is in particular as more staff across 

institutions need to be aware of Tier 4 and are involved in compliance.  

Staff costs also increasing from attending briefing sessions, training events, and 

senior management meetings on Tier 4. 

Advising 

international 

applicants and 

students 

Increasing amounts of staff time is spent on providing information, advice and 

guidance to international students on visa issues, for instance at the application 

stage where their visa has been refused, and for extensions, deferrals and other 

exceptions.  

Detailed information is made available on HE providers’ websites for international 

students to guide them through the visa application process and offset the risk of 

visa refusals.  

Therefore, increasing amounts of staff time and costs is put into the visa 

application stage to offset the risk of visa refusals (and consequences for HTS), 

despite the fact that Tier 4 guidance has no mandatory requirements for sponsors 

at this stage. 
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4.3 Determining the costs of Tier 4  

A detailed questionnaire survey on the annual costs of Tier 4 compliance in 2012/13 was 
produced by combining the findings from the initial research among HE providers on the 
different types of quantifiable costs and the processes and activities involved.  

The sample used for the e-survey was stratified by: 

 type of HE provider (FE college, post-1992 HEIs, small and specialist and a grouping of 
‘other’ HEIs14); 

 region of HE provider; and  

 intensity of international students among the whole student body.  

A total of 106 HE providers were invited to complete the questionnaire and responses were 
received from 24 institutions15. The response rate was robust across the different types of HE 
providers in the sample. However, there were no responses from any Scottish HE providers 
in the sample and the response from London providers was lower than that in the total 
population. Responses were received proportionately from within each quartile of the 
intensity of international students, with the exception of the highest intensity quartile, which 
was slightly less represented than that in the entire population.  

Following analysis of the results of the survey responses an extrapolation was then made 
from these to project the overall costs for the HE sector. This was done by: 

 taking a count of HE providers by type;  

 taking a count of questionnaire respondents by type; 

 calculating a multiplier by dividing the count of all providers by the count of questionnaire 
respondents;  

 applying that multiplier to the cost for each response, using the multiplier for the provider 
type of the respondent; and  

 using the derived value for analysis. 

4.4 Key findings  

Annual costs of Tier 4 compliance among the 24 respondents to the survey ranged widely 
between £4,366 and £772,537 per annum.  

The median annual cost for the respondents was £312,366 and the mean was £357,948.  

The annual cost per Tier 4 student ranged from between £46 and £2,392 across the 
responding HE providers.  

Using the extrapolation method outlined above, the overall annual costs for the HE sector 
in academic year 2012/13 of Tier 4 compliance is projected to be £66,800,910. 

The results of further detailed analysis are shown below.  

  

                                                

14
 The sample was drawn using the HEIs in Table 1 - All students by HE institution, level of study, mode of study 

and domicile 2011/12 HESA Student Record   
15

 One respondent was excluded from the analysis as it was an outlier (its value was more than four standard 

deviations from the mean).   
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4.5 Costs of Tier 4 compliance processes and tasks  

The figure below shows the overall costs of Tier 4 compliance to the sector by the different 
process areas. By far the highest cost areas in the system are from governance of Tier 4 
within HE providers, then the application, CAS issuance and monitoring and engagement of 
international students.  

Figure 7 Overall costs of Tier 4 compliance by process area 

 

 

The figure below shows the same breakdown but this time indicates the costs of tasks 
directly mandated by the Tier 4 guidance, and those which are indirect costs of compliance. 
By far the highest indirect cost is in governance of Tier 4 within institutions. This includes 
items such as legal and audit costs and senior management time.    
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Figure 8 Direct and indirect costs of Tier 4 compliance by process area 

 

 

A more detailed breakdown of all the individual direct and indirect Tier 4 tasks and their 
associated costs for the HE sector is included at Appendix Three.  

4.6 Types of Tier 4 costs  

The figure below shows a breakdown of the different types of costs for HE providers, and 
also the cost of these per student. Of these, the highest is shown to be costs of senior staff 
time in complying with Tier 4, followed by advising international students and then Tier 4 staff 
costs. Student monitoring and reporting costs do not include system costs, which are 
combined with application system costs under IT system costs. 
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Figure 9 Types of cost overall and by student 

 

4.7 Variation in costs of Tier 4 across providers 

4.7.1 Variation by HE provider type  

The study found that HE providers vary in how they comply with Tier 4 requirements. This 
seems to be in part because the guidance does not stipulate precisely how the regulations 
should be complied with. Sponsors are required to put in place an individual Tier 4 policy and 
then monitor their adherence to this policy via compliance visits and audits. Therefore HE 
providers have created their own policy and compliance processes causing great variation 
across the sector.   

Additionally when the intent to make a Tier 4 legislative or policy change is announced, this 
tends to be in very general terms and many months in advance. More detail only emerges 
once the guidance change is published. This can lead to retrospective changes being made 
after requirements have taken effect to try to provide clarity, which then leads to HE 
providers revisiting and modifying processes.  

The results of the survey back up the findings of the qualitative research in demonstrating the 
variation in how HE providers are complying with Tier 4. As the figure below shows, there is 
no clear correlation between costs of compliance and HE provider type. 
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Figure 10 Costs by provider type  

 

 

The figure below illustrates the variation in costs across the various process areas between 
different types of providers. The greatest variations between provider types are noted as: 

 Post-1992 HEIs spend disproportionately more on monitoring and engagement (23% of 
expenditure compared with 13% of expenditure for entire population); 

 Small and specialist HEIs spend disproportionately more on governance (47% of 
expenditure compared with 28% of expenditure for entire population); and 

 Small and specialist HEIs spend disproportionately less on issuing CAS (9% of 
expenditure compared with 19% of expenditure for entire population). 
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Figure 11 Process area costs by HE provider type 

 

 

4.7.2 Variation by intensity of Tier 4 students  

The figure below shows the costs to the HE providers which responded to the survey by their 
intensity of international students.  

Where costs were expected to be clustered, perhaps owing to economies of scale, they in 
fact varied widely. The variation between costs is perhaps due to a combination of the 
individual HE provider’s risk appetite and the incremental implementation of compliance 
measures due to a large number of guidance changes. 
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Figure 12 Costs by intensity of international students 

 

 

The figure below illustrates the cost of compliance per individual student by the actual 
numbers of students.  

Figure 13 Costs per student by volume of Tier 4 students 
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4.7.3 Disproportionate costs for small providers and FE colleges 

The qualitative research indicated that costs of Tier 4 compliance to smaller HE providers 
and to FE colleges are disproportionately high.  As the results above show, there are 
economies of scale only up to a point. However, the introduction of the flat rate £8,000 
Premium Service (irrespective of size) will penalise smaller institutions with fewer 
international students) and present additional disproportionate costs of compliance for 
smaller HE providers.   

4.7.4 Variation in costs by failure rate  

The correlation coefficient between the cost per student and the failure rate is -0.08854.  This 
indicates that there is only a slight correlation between expenditure and failure rate.  The 
figure below plots the cost per student and failure rate, defined as the percentage of Tier 4 
students who did not complete their course within the required time frame combined with the 
number of Tier 4 Visa refusals as a proportion of the number of CAS used for Tier 4 visa 
applications. 

Figure 14 Cost of compliance per Tier 4 student and failure rate  

 

The qualitative research among providers found that there is substantial variation across the 
sector in looking at financial documentation of prospective students. Maintenance grounds 
account for approximately 80% of visa refusals, often on the basis of technicalities of 
documentation. For this reason, many HE providers are now conducting additional tasks and 
thereby incurring additional costs at the pre-application stage to help international applicants 
prepare for their visa application. This is to offset the risk of visa refusal rates affecting HTS 
status and income, despite there being no mandatory requirement in the Tier 4 guidance. 
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5 BENEFITS OF TIER 4 COMPLIANCE  

The study also investigated the benefits from the introduction of the Tier 4 immigration 
system. This was done on the basis of qualitative interviews and discussions. Some of the 
participants in the study suggested there have been benefits from the introduction of Tier 4.  

Three main categories of benefits arising from the Tier 4 system were identified: benefits for 
international students; for HE providers; and for the UK education sector's reputation. 
However, views vary among HE providers on whether there have been any benefits from 
Tier 4 regulation, if so what these are, and their extent. There is no evidence available such 
as longitudinal studies or other analyses, tracking for instance any positive effect from Tier 4 
compliance on the progression or completion rates of international students.  

The main benefits suggested by some of the participants are summarised below. 

Figure 15 Benefits of Tier 4 regulation 

Benefit For whom Description  

Improved 

international 

applicant / 

student 

processes  

HE providers 

International 

applicants 

Standardisation and documentation of international student 

recruitment, application, enrolment, and registration 

processes driven by Tier 4 regulation have led to process 

improvements within HE providers.  

One participant described application processes at their 

own institution as ‘slightly haphazard’ before Tier 4 was 

introduced.  

Recruitment and applications are now ‘more systematic’ and 

international applicants have to apply further in advance. 

Increased 

digitisation 

HE providers More HE providers are investing in scanning and document 

management systems.  This is a benefit, as efficiency 

savings have been realised by reducing paper handling 

costs.   

Paperless offices also allow accessibility to parts of the 

documentation that were not easily available before.   

Administrative staff now have instant access to a much 

wider range of material that they require for communications 

and decision making. 

Improved 

monitoring of 

international 

students 

HE providers 

International 

students  

Reportedly, fewer international students fail to turn up for 

courses or drop out during their course.  

HE providers have a better handle on what overseas 

students are doing. For example, if international students 

are having difficulties then this is flagged to the university 

earlier, through attendance monitoring and engagement.  

However, a number of participants in the study disagreed 

with this view. Rather, they say academics were always 

aware of these cases, and monitored international students, 

but this may not have been formally reported.  

The difference since the introduction of Tier 4 is that the 

central administrative parts of institutions now also have 

responsibility for international students in ways they did not 

have in the past.   

More 

standardised 

admissions 

standards 

HE providers  

 

According to some participants in the study, there may have 

been a change to admissions criteria in some HE providers 

as a result of Tier 4 regulation. 
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Benefit For whom Description  

However, this is not a consensual view. 

More focussed 

international 

students 

HE providers  

International 

students  

Tier 4 students appear to be improving in terms of their 

engagement and completion. They are ‘fairly strategic’ in 

planning their studies, perhaps more so than in the past.   

The sizeable ‘up front’ investment of international students 

together with new monitoring requirements may have 

helped them to be more engaged and focussed on 

successful completion of their studies. 

Better resourced 

international 

students 

HE providers  

International 

students 

There is a sense (although no evidence) that there are 

fewer debt problems among international students than in 

the past, and that they are now more likely to be able to 

fund their studies and finish their course. 

Improved 

retention rates 

HE providers  

International 

students 

Many participants suggest that the rigour around student 

engagement is helping retention rates.  

There seems to be a small undocumented increase in 

retention / progression from attendance monitoring.  

For some participants, Tier 4 has been a driver to increase 

attendance monitoring across all students, not only 

international students. 

However this positive effect on retention tends only to be 

reported by certain types of HE provider, those which may 

have had (or still have) issues with retention in the past.  

Others believe this often cited benefit is overstated.  

Improved 

progression and 

completion rates 

HE providers  

International 

students 

A subset of HE providers considered that the increased 

English language requirements have improved their 

progression and completion rates.  

However there is no evidence available to support this 

perception. 

Fewer low quality 

providers 

HE providers  

International 

students 

UK education 

sector  

The reduction in the number of disreputable education 

providers (not HE providers) has improved the regard of the 

sector and the marketability of genuine UK providers. This 

may have built confidence in the UK as a destination and 

decreased substandard delivery. 

 

The next section discusses changing and future Tier 4 regulation and potential opportunities 
for decreasing costs and increasing efficiency.   
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6 CHANGING AND FUTURE TIER 4 REGULATION  

6.1 Introduction 

This final section covers the following areas: 

 an overview of the variation in Tier 4 costs over time; 

 planned and on-going changes to Tier 4 regulation; 

 the Visa and Immigration Directorate’s planned changes to interaction with sector; and  

 potential opportunities for decreasing costs and increasing efficiency.  

6.2 Variation in costs of compliance over time 

Results from the study indicate that already well-documented issues around the initial 
implementation of the Tier 4 system, and subsequent frequent changes to the system, led to 
unnecessarily high set up costs for HE providers.  

The perception is that costs have been higher for HE providers than they need have been, 
due to past issues with effectiveness and efficiency at UKBA, and the turbulence created by 
repeated guidance changes with little lead time for change. Many HE providers report they 
were put in a position whereby they had to develop policies and procedures reactively to the 
frequent changes in a haphazard, incremental way, rather than being able to proactively plan 
more efficient procedures.  

Therefore after the initial set-up of Tier 4 compliance procedures, costs rose for HE providers 
in 2011/12 as they quickly had to respond to hastily introduced policy and guidance changes. 
Some of the key changes which have required additional staff time and therefore costs for 
providers are listed below (a fuller list with dates is included at Appendix One): 

 the introduction of Highly Trusted Sponsor Status (HTS), and prior to amendments now 
implemented to the Sponsor Management System (SMS), the complexity for HE providers 
of having to calculate their own metrics for renewal;  

 changes to English language requirements, introduced at a time in the academic year 
which necessitated collecting additional information from every student already in the 
application cycle, whereas a more opportune time would have been less disruptive as the 
checks could have been made as they are now, at the initial application stage; 

 a limit to the maximum length of study at degree level, the five year rule (or six years for 
any individual that completes a longer undergraduate course and wishes to progress to 
postgraduate study), necessitating additional checks to be made on applicants; and  

 the requirement for all sponsors to confirm academic progression for students starting a 
new course, when they have completed a course at a UK institution previously, also 
requiring additional checks to be made. 

More recently, there has been a heightened realisation, particularly at senior management 
level, of the institutional and reputational risks of any regulatory compliance issues. 
Moreover, the ‘all or nothing’ nature of retaining the sponsor licence is such a significant risk 
that HE providers now feel they must allocate resources in proportion to this perceived risk, 
rather than the letter of the regulation.   

This, coupled with the perceived lack of clarity and frequent changes and widely reported 
inconsistency in advice and implementation of the policy among some UKBA officers in 
different parts of the UK, has led to additional costs for many HE providers as they have 
sought to interpret requirements and improve internal policies, systems and processes.  

However, the perception among a number of informants to the study is that the rate and 
scale of the policy changes to the Tier 4 system has decreased and that costs, though still 
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perceived to be high in comparison with other regulatory areas, are settling down to a steady 
state in the HE sector.  

On the other hand, as the Tier 4 system matures and becomes embedded within HE 
providers, with increasing numbers of students moving through institutions and being 
regulated by Tier 4, providers are now incurring costs from different (and later) parts of the 
compliance process, in particular from changing internal systems, processes and procedures 
for the monitoring of international students.   

6.3 Potential consequences of planned and on-going changes to Tier 4 

6.3.1 Co-regulation  

A new co-regulation group has been set up with membership from the Home Office, the 
department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS), the sector representative bodies, 
Universities UK and GuildHE; and the Visa and Immigration Directorate (the operational arm 
of the group). Its focus is on simplifying Tier 4 policy, making it less difficult to follow, and 
reducing the administrative burden on HEIs. Universities UK and the Home Office issued a 
joint communiqué to HE providers on co-regulation in June 2013. 

New Tier 4 guidance was published by the Home Office on 1 July 2013.16 The government 
has indicated that no future major policy changes are envisaged, there is to be a period of 
stability, and the focus of Tier 4 regulation will be on the private college part of the sector, 
rather than HEIs.   

6.3.2 Higher Education Assurance Team  

The new HE Assurance Team of six officers from the Visa and Immigration Directorate 
became operational from June 2013. The new team will be responsible only for HEIs rather 
than further education (FE) colleges or other parts of the education sector.  

The HE Assurance Team’s remit will include developing and maintaining a risk matrix of HEIs 
(which will not be publicly disclosed, as partly intelligence based). From now on the team will 
undertake all audits and visits to universities, and these will be on the basis of perceived risk 
only. Intelligence-led visits will continue to take place separately where required.  In addition, 
the team will continue to work with the sector at training events and provide advice.   

This new team is likely to make a positive difference for HEIs, but not of course for other 
parts of the HE sector.  HEIs will not incur any new costs from the team.  

6.3.3 The Premium Service  

The Premium Service will apply to all HEIs and cost £8,000 per annum, irrespective of size 
(or number of international students). The intended benefit is that all HEIs will have an 
account management service – the concern is to the quality of that service, and the account 
managers’ levels of Tier 4 and HE sector expertise. There is a fear that account managers 
may not be able to provide an expert service.  Many HE providers consider the costs of the 
Premium Service to be too high, and find it difficult to discern what an HE provider will get for 
the £8,000 per annum.  

6.4 Potential for increasing efficiency and reducing costs 

There are a number of areas where there is potential for increasing efficiency in the Tier 4 
system and reducing costs for HE providers. A draft list is presented below.  

   

 

                                                

16
 Home Office (July 2013). Tier 4 of the Points Based System – Policy Guidance, version 07/13.  
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Figure 16 Opportunities for improvement 

Cost type / area Description 

Co-regulation  The Visa and Immigration Directorate should work with the sector when changing 

regulations to reduce administrative burdens while fully addressing risks. For 

example, providers can now define their own induction period, giving some 

flexibility to when they report students who enter the country but do not enrol. 

This is a positive example of how a small amount of flexibility might reduce the 

administrative burden on HE providers without increasing risks. 

Training events 

and sessions  

The programme of joint seminars run by Universities UK and the Visa and 

Immigration Directorate in 2012/13 should be continued. These have helped add 

clarity and aid communication between all parties.  

Duplicate 

licences  

Consideration should be given to a single sponsor licence that includes Highly 

Trusted Status (HTS). 

CAS payments Most institutions wanted to either pay by purchase order or to ‘pre-pay’ for 

Confirmation of Acceptance of Studies (CAS). The Visa and Immigration 

Directorate should examine how to allow payment for CAS by purchase order or 

by pre-purchasing a quantity of CAS. 

Multiple CAS 

being issued  

A clear example of inefficiency in the system is the multiple CAS being issued 

and paid for by HE providers (costs that may or may not be passed onto 

applicants), and which are never used. 

A joint working group could be set up to provide a forum for discussion of CAS 

system issues. 

Credibility 

interviews  

The impact of credibility interviews should be monitored carefully following the 

roll-out from July 2013.  

Post-doctoral 

extension 

scheme 

The new HE Assurance Team should advise HE providers on the requirements 

for this scheme, and issue guidance if (and where) areas of ‘over-compliance’ 

and unnecessary costs become apparent.  

In addition, one or more of the sector bodies could take the lead in collating and 

sharing early examples of efficient good practice.  

Clarity and 

advice on 

monitoring points 

This is a major area of concern, cost and variation among HE providers, and 

requires clarity from the Visa and Immigration Directorate. It is expected that 

future training events will cover this in more detail.  

Tracking benefits 

of Tier 4 

A longitudinal study could be made of the correlation between the introduction of 

Tier 4 regulation and successful retention, progression and completion rates by 

international students. 

Visa refusal rates  The Visa and Immigration Directorate could provide aggregated information 

about the reasons for visa refusals to sponsors.  

Maintenance 

information 

The Visa and Immigration Directorate could consider extending the validity of 

bank statements for longer than one month and encouraging HE providers to 

check this information before visa application.  This could reduce the number of 

refusals, while still maintaining the requirement for maintenance. 

Applications 

process costs 

The UCAS process for international applicants does not differ significantly to that 

for Home / EU students (although there are a small number of alternative 

questions for non-UK domiciled applicants in order to help HEIs assess fee 

status, and international applicants are requested to include their passport 

number).  

UCAS does not plan to launch a separate application scheme for international 

students, however there may be opportunities to make some adjustments to help 

both HE providers and international applicants. UCAS will be launching a 
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Cost type / area Description 

consultation in 2013 in order to incorporate sector requirements in a new 

common application service which is currently being developed, and there may 

be opportunities for HE providers to identify any areas which could assist in 

respect of Tier 4 compliance. 

Advice prior to 

investment 

decisions being 

made 

The introduction of the HE Assurance Team should benefit HE providers as they 

will have access to the Visa and Immigration Directorate officers, with HE sector 

knowledge and expertise. Advice may be sought, and plans discussed with the 

team prior to any major Tier 4 systems or processes investment decisions being 

made to ensure this is in fact necessary.     

There is a good opportunity through the planned on-going liaison to step in and 

prevent institutions inventing multiple approaches and procedures.  

Disproportionate 

costs to smaller 

providers (or 

those with fewer 

Tier 4 students) 

Licence costs could be scaled to the number of Tier 4 students attending a 

provider.  Sponsor Licence fees, HTS fees and ‘premium service’ fees could be 

different and based perhaps on the number of CAS applied for.   

Penalties for non-

compliance  

While the removal of the sponsor licence is appropriate in some circumstances, 

across the HE sector there is a much smaller risk of misuse of Tier 4 visas than in 

other areas.  Penalties for non-compliance could be tiered, with more 

consideration given to actual breaches than to administrative errors and more 

intermediate steps before suspension or revocation of the licence.   

Evaluating 

changing 

interaction with 

HE sector 

It is important that changes such as co-regulation and the HE Assurance Team 

are given an opportunity to have an effect and then that this is measured / 

evaluated and improvements made as necessary.  

Evaluating costs 

over time using 

the model   

Using the financial modelling tool on an on-going basis will provide an opportunity 

for the sector to monitor areas of current high costs of Tier 4 compliance, and 

assess the impact of changes over time. 

The model will also allow the cost / benefit implications of prospective changes to 

Tier 4 regulation to be fully analysed and considered in consultation with HE 

providers in advance of the implementation of regulation.   
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APPENDIX ONE: OVERVIEW OF TIER 4  

Introduction  

This appendix provides a detailed summary of the following: 

 background to Tier 4 

 sponsor requirements 

 reforms made to Tier 4 since its introduction  

 recent reports and reviews of Tier 4, and other key changes    

Background to Tier 4 

The government is committed to reducing levels of annual net migration to the UK and 
students represent the largest proportion of non-EU net migration. The Home Office, through 
the former UK Border Agency (UKBA)17, introduced Tier 4 of the Points Based System (PBS) 
for student immigration in March 2009 to control the entry of students from outside the 
European Economic Area (EEA) who come to the UK to study.  

Tier 4 sponsor requirements  

Tier 4 students have to be sponsored by an educational or training institution. These 
sponsors are licensed by the Home Office and are responsible for testing whether applicants 
are likely to comply with their visa conditions. Visas can be issued overseas or existing 
students can apply in-country for an extension to their leave in the UK.  

The Home Office has strict rules and detailed policy guidance18 in relation to Tier 4 
regulations. This guidance covers:  

 educational institutions which can be attended and courses which can be studied; 

 rules on the level of  English language proficiency required by prospective students; 

 requirements for a valid Academic Technology Approval Scheme (ATAS) clearance 
certificate (if studying a relevant subject); 

 amount of time students are allowed to study – they must not spend more than three 
years in the UK studying below degree level, or more than five years studying at degree 
level or above (for applications post 6 April 2012); 

 amount of time students can work while studying (and following completion of courses); 

 maximum time period students may remain in the UK on completion of their course.  

Specific duties for sponsors under Tier 4 include having to assign a unique Confirmation of 
Acceptance (CAS) for studies to each student and maintain records on the Home Office’s 
Sponsor Management System. The Home Office can limit a sponsor’s number of CAS, 
thereby limiting the number of students the institution is able to sponsor.  

In addition, sponsors have monitoring and reporting responsibilities for Tier 4 students which 
include attendance levels, academic progress and contact details. If sponsors fail to meet 
their responsibilities, the Home Office may remove the sponsor’s licence.  

                                                

17
 From 1 April 2013 the UK Border Agency was split into two separate units within the Home Office: the 

Immigration and Visa Service and the Immigration Law Enforcement Division. 
18

 Home Office UK Border Agency (March 2013). Tier 4 of the Points Based System – Policy Guidance, Tier 

Sponsor version 04/13.  
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Reform of the Tier 4 system  

Since the introduction of Tier 4, the Home Office has introduced a range of additional 
measures and changes intended to cut abuse of the system and make improvements to the 
rules. These have included the key changes shown in the figure below since 2011.   

Figure 17 Changes to Tier 4 policy 

Area of reform Description and effective date  

HEI accreditation and 

enrolments 

April 2011: Universities recruiting students from outside the EEA required to 

become Highly Trusted Sponsors (by April 2012) and pass an inspection of 

their educational provision. 

July 2011: Institutions to confirm that courses represent academic progression 

from any previous courses studied by the student in the UK. 

English language 

requirement 

April 2011: Level of competency in English language increased for those 

coming to study at level 6 (undergraduate) and above, from B1 to B2. 

Evidence of funds July 2011: Students required to sign a declaration that the maintenance funds 

they present evidence of to meet the requirement are genuinely available. 

Banks must be on UKBA’s list of prescribed banks. 

Employment July 2011: Work during term time and work placements restricted to 

international students studying at a ‘recognised body’ (universities) or a 

publicly-funded further education college. 

Dependents July 2011: Only postgraduate students studying for longer than twelve months, 

or government-sponsored students, allowed to sponsor dependents. 

Time allowed as a 

student 

April 2012: Tier 4 visa holders restricted to maximum five years of study on 

courses at degree level and above, with exceptions for some courses and PhD 

students. 

Post-study work April 2012: Tier 1 (Post-study work) route closed to new applicants, whilst the 

Tier 1 (Graduate Entrepreneur) route was created for up to 1,000 graduates to 

develop innovative ideas and entrepreneurial skills. Upon completion of study, 

students can apply for a Tier 2 visa, if they have a graduate level job offer of at 

least £20,000 per year from an employer who is a licensed sponsor with UKBA. 

April 2013: PhD students will be entitled to stay in the UK for up to twelve 

months after completing their studies, after which time they must commence 

employment or start a business. In addition, the number of places available to 

MBA graduates who want to remain in the UK to start up a business will 

increase by 1,000. 

Credibility interviews July 2012: Introduction of a targeted interview system affecting as many as 

14,000 student visa applicants deemed as ‘high risk’. Interviewees may be 

asked questions about their immigration and education history, study and post-

study plans, and financial circumstances. 

April 2013: In late 2012, the Home Secretary announced plans an increase to 

‘considerably more than 100,000’ interviews starting financial year 2013/14.
19

 

Recent reviews of the implementation of Tier 4  

During 2012 a number of critical reports were published about the implementation of Tier 4. 
This was considered ‘poorly planned and ill-thought out’20 and introduced before proper 

                                                

19
 Home Secretary, Theresa May’s speech ‘An Immigration System that Works in the National Interest’, 

December 2012, available at: http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/media-centre/speeches/home-secretary-imm-speech-

dec12. 

http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/media-centre/speeches/home-secretary-imm-speech-dec12
http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/media-centre/speeches/home-secretary-imm-speech-dec12
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controls and systems were in place. Moreover it did ‘...not comply with the principles of better 
regulation...did not model how all the additional requirements might interact or impact on 
different educational sectors or whether the criteria discriminated effectively between high-, 
medium-, and low-risk colleges and students.’21  

Following the implementation of Tier 4, the UKBA had ‘...to spend the subsequent three 
years amending rules and procedures in an effort to reduce abuse. This constant change has 
made it very difficult and costly for students and education institutions to keep up to date with 
the increasingly complex set of rules and guidance that has emerged.’22  

These reports recommend a range of improvements to the way Tier 4 sponsors are licensed 
and managed. The rules and guidance should be simplified and further changes minimised 
to create a period of stability. A regulatory approach more in tune with best practice should 
be developed, including: taking a risk-based approach to both sponsors and students; 
ensuring that any essential changes are timed to fit with the academic year; consideration 
made of the extra financial and regulatory burden of further changes; and service level 
agreements introduced for UKBA and sponsors.  

UKBA disbandment 

Subsequently, in March 2013, the Home Secretary announced to parliament that UKBA was 
to be disbanded. Citing the agency’s size, lack of transparency, IT systems, policy remit and 
legal framework, all of which ensured that its ‘performance was not good enough’.  

The agency has now been split into two separate directorates:  

 Immigration and Visa Directorate – dealing with sponsors and compliance 

 Enforcement – dealing with illegal activity  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                   

20
 Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration. (November 2012). An inspection of Tier 4 of the 

Points Based System (Students). 

21
 National Audit Office (2012). Home Office: UK Border Agency Immigration: The Points Based System – Student 

Route. 
22

 Public Accounts Committee (July 2012). Seventh Report Immigration: The Points Based System-Student 

Route.   
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APPENDIX TWO: METHODOLOGY 

Scope of the study 

The study covered Tier 4 (general) students (i.e. those aged 18 years old or who are not 
nationals of the UK, the European Economic Area [EEA], Switzerland, or British Overseas 
Territories) studying at UK HE providers, specifically:   

 publicly funded HE institutions (HEIs) -i.e. not private, either not for profit or for profit HEIs 
and funded by one of the four HE funding councils- that have a Tier 4 sponsor licence, 
and 

 publicly funded further education (FE) colleges (i.e. not private providers or sixth form 
colleges) that have both a Tier 4 sponsor licence and are direct providers of HE.   

The key research questions for the study were:  

1. What is the current annual financial investment of HE providers into Tier 4 compliance?  

2. Has that investment changed over the last five years? If so, how, to what extent?  

3. What is the most appropriate model for quantifying this investment?  

4. How might this model be used to: a) monitor the cost of Tier 4 compliance to HE 
providers on an annual basis going forward; and b) quantify the cost of other types of 
regulation on HE providers?  

5. What are the consequences of planned and on-going changes to compliance 
requirements by UKBA?  

6. What are the benefits of Tier 4 compliance requirements to HE providers?  

Each of the main strands of the research is described in detail below. 

Documentary review  

Desk-based review of relevant reports and guidance and assimilation into the study focussed 
on the following key sources:  

 UKBA guidance for sponsors and migrants23; 

 UKCISA Tier 4 Guidance Manual24; 

 key reports on Tier 4 published to date25; 

 individual institutional reports and costing on Tier 4 compliance (provided confidentially); 

 internal documentation and collateral (e.g. process maps) developed by HE business 
process experts, drawing on our work with various HEIs (provided confidentially).   

                                                

23
 Home Office UK Border Agency (April 2013). Tier 4 of the Points Based System – Policy Guidance, Tier 4 

Sponsor version 04/13.  
24

 UKCISA (2013). A guide to regulations and procedures for international students. (Summary available at: 

http://www.ukcisa.org.uk/files/pdf/immigration/overview_immigration_rules_april2013.pdf.)  
25

 Including the following key sources:  National Audit Office (2012). Home Office: UK Border Agency Immigration: 

The Points Based System – Student Route; Public Accounts Committee (July 2012). Seventh Report Immigration: 

The Points Based System-Student Route; Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (April 2013). Evaluation 

of the value of Tier 4 international students to FE colleges and the UK economy; UKCISA (March 2013). 

Credibility Interviews UKCISA Survey Report.  

http://www.ukcisa.org.uk/files/pdf/immigration/overview_immigration_rules_april2013.pdf
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Stakeholder consultation  

A range of individual semi-structured interviews took place, with HE sector representative 
and professional bodies and other stakeholder organisations. 

The aim was to explore views on costs and benefits of Tier 4 compliance, prospective 
changes to regulations envisaged, and key issues and criteria for developing the financial 
model.  

The research team also attended three joint UUK / UKBA Tier 4 compliance seminars. This 
provided valuable input to the study as well as the opportunity to consult informally with HE 
providers and UKBA officials at the outset of the study. 

Consultation with HE providers  

The purpose of the research among HE providers has been to: determine the standard 
processes involved in compliance with Tier 4; determine the cost of the standard process 
and the benefits; consider subjective burdens; set up and populate the template; conduct 
initial and further analysis; and produce supporting documentation for reporting.  

Consultation with HE providers involved the following activities:  

 Tele-focus group discussion with four HE providers, to inform the planning for the case 
study visits and e-survey, as well as to shape the developing draft model. 

 Case study research with a purposively selected sample of seven providers. The sample 
was selected on the basis of:  

 type of HE provider – including one FE college provider of HE; and among HEIs, 
including a research intensive, a post-1992 and a small and specialist institution; 

 intensity of international students – four English HEIs, one from around the median 
of each quartile in a ranked list (ranging from 10 to 8,815 international students – 
and excluding extreme outliers at either end of the spectrum)26; 

 geography – including one Scottish and one Welsh HEI, and two London providers 
(to account for the high levels of international students studying in the city); 

 balance of postgraduate research (PGR) and postgraduate taught (PGT) to 
undergraduate international students. 

Site visits to the case study HE providers involved a mix of focus groups, individual 
interviews and / or workshops with the range of staff from across professional service and 
academic departments involved in Tier 4 compliance.  

                                                

26
 Derived from the HESA 2011/12 Student Data, Table 1 - All students by HE institution, level of study, mode of 

study and domicile 2011/12. 
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 An e-survey of HE providers comprising the following activities:  

 a stratified random sample survey27 of 100 HEIs and six FE college providers of HE. 
As an incentive to complete the survey, the research team calculated the overall 
cost of compliance for each institution that completed the survey and returned this 
information to the individual institutions;    

 devising a questionnaire data capture tool in MS Excel format;  

 conducting a  pilot  survey  to ensure its fitness for purpose; 

 universities UK and GuildHE issued the e-survey to their respective members, via 
an email in mid-May with a completion date of two full weeks later; 

 the researchers sent the survey directly by email to non-aligned HE providers in the 
sample and a small number of FE colleges; 

 an email reminder was issued to prompt non-respondents and offering to extend the 
deadline of the survey to maximise the response rate.  

  

All of the organisations which participated in the study are listed in the figure below.  

                                                

27
 A cell-matching approach was taken to generate a random sample of 100 out of the 162 HEIs in the HESA 

Student Record 2011/12 dataset. Steps taken were as follows:  

1. Segment the entire population of HEIs into cells by categorising across Region and Type domains. There 

were 12 region parameters and four types of HEI (large research intensive, other pre-1992; post-1992; and 

small and specialist).  

2. Calculate the number of institutions present in each cell.  

3. Scale cells by a factor of 100/162 to determine how many HEIs to include in sample for each cell. 

4. Assign a random number to every institution in the sample .   

5. Take the top X random numbers in each cell to include in the sample (where X = the scaled number 

institutions present in the cell). 

6. Assess the randomly generated sample across the density of International students present (by looking at the 

distribution of international intensity present in each cell) and see if this is representative of the population. 

7. Remove any HE providers already consulted. 

8. An additional six FE colleges which directly provide HE and have more than 40 international students were 

added to the sample.  
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Figure 18 Organisations consulted   

Organisation 

Academic Registrars Council 
The London School of Economics and Political 

Science 

Anglia Ruskin University Loughborough University 

Association of Colleges The University of Manchester 

Association of University Legal Practitioners The Open University 

University of Bath University of Oxford 

University of Birmingham Plymouth University 

Birmingham City University Queen Mary, University of London 

Blackpool and the Fylde College Queen's University Belfast 

Bradford College St Mary’s University College 

Central School of Speech and Drama University of Salford 

University College Birmingham The University of Sheffield 

Coventry University South Thames College 

University for the Creative Arts South Tyneside College 

Edge Hill University University of South Wales 

Glasgow Caledonian University Swansea University 

Glyndwr University UCAS 

Home Office Immigration and Visa Directorate UCISA 

University of Huddersfield UKCISA 

Keele University Veristat 

University of Kent University of Wolverhampton 

University of Leeds Writtle College 

University of Lincoln  

 
 
Developing the financial model and data collection tool 

The spreadsheet model used in this study was designed to gather and calculate the costs of 
Tier 4 compliance and of any type of regulation. It presents the costs of compliance within 
the generic framework of the Regulatory Cost Model (RCM)28, which classifies the costs by 
process types and cost types.   

The model to quantify the financial impact of complying with Tier 4 regulation was built to 
identify, classify and report on the costs of regulation to HE providers. It was developed by 
first deconstructing the Tier 4 guidance into duties which require action by HE providers. 
Next, these actions were grouped into a set of standard high level processes and activities.  

 

 

                                                

28
 Schatz, M., Schiebold, M,. Kiefer, S. and Riedel, H. (2009). Handbook for Measuring Regulatory Costs Version 

1.0.  Frick, F., Ernst, T. and Riedel, H. 
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Costs of each process (or task) were then calculated by:  

 gathering relevant process and cost data from HE providers; 

 building a template model from process and cost types identified; 

 using the template to gather data from sample respondents and populate the model; 

 setting up the model to calculate costs for each process step on either a unit cost or an 
apportionment basis; 

 excluding business as usual costs, such as costs of admission systems; 

 including costs driven by regulation e.g. costs of adapting admission systems to capture 
or report on data required by guidance; and  

 allocating costs shared by processes appropriately to avoid duplication. 

The tasks were verified in the seven case study site visits. However, in the course of these 
visits a number of additional tasks that HE providers undertake were identified.  It was 
considered that the data entry interface of the spreadsheet model was inappropriate for the 
number of compliance tasks and variety of costs identified. Therefore, an electronic 
questionnaire was developed for the wider sample of providers. 

The questionnaire was developed to capture the full range of compliance tasks and costs 
identified, using a simplified interface and including detailed guidance for users.  For each of 
the tasks identified, a maximum of four data fields need to be completed per grade of staff 
performing the task.  A facility to skip tasks that were not relevant to the HE provider was 
added to accommodate all respondents, regardless of their size or the complexity of their 
processes. 

In order to calculate the cost of compliance for some tasks, the relevant population size is 
required.  For example, to calculate the cost of issuing a Certificate of Acceptance of Studies 
(CAS), the model multiplies the: 

minutes per CAS  x cost per minute at selected staff grade x number of CAS issued 

To accommodate this type of question, and to gather other necessary information, an 
additional worksheet was added to the electronic questionnaire.  This worksheet requested 
broader information from HE providers, such as the number of applications from Tier 4 
students and the number of students reported to the Home Office for non-attendance in the 
academic year. 

The electronic questionnaire was reviewed extensively and piloted with two different types of 
HE providers, and further refinements made. While it was noted that there were a large 
number of tasks in the questionnaire, the final task list was agreed as being necessary and 
complete.  

Analysis and reporting  

The aim of the financial model is to quantify the current annual financial investment of HE 
providers into Tier 4 immigration compliance. The model accepts the data entered into the 
questionnaire in summary form: 
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Once the data is entered, the model automatically sums the costs of each compliance task.  
This allows comparison between individual respondents and between groups of respondents 
on a task by task basis.   

These comparisons are also used to identify outlying values for examination and possible 
exclusion.   

The model also automatically sums all of the costs in the model categorised by process type 
and cost type and produces a uniformly formatted cost table: 

 

This consistent formatting allows easy copying or linking into the analysis spreadsheets.  The 
analysis spreadsheets accept the data from each respondent into individual worksheets: 
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The analysis worksheets automatically perform the required analysis from the data entered: 
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The data for the individual tasks can also be entered into an analysis spreadsheet and 
analysed: 

 

 

The survey received a total of 24 responses – a 23% response rate. One respondent was 
excluded as an outlier. The high total cost for that provider was not considered an error, as 
the value was confirmed with the provider, but its value was more than four standard 
deviations from the mean.  Statistically, there was only a 1 in 15,787 probability that it was a 
representative sample.   

A secondary sub-set of questions was sent to additional HE providers to test for similar 
outliers. The results of the secondary questionnaire, although there was a low response rate, 
confirmed that the excluded HE provider was indeed an outlier. 

Three of the questionnaires did not have responses for individual tasks. They were not 
included in the analysis of costs by process stage or by cost type.  The staff costs from these 
three samples were compared with the mean of the sample population.  They were found to 
be in a similar range with the sample mean, which was considered to confirm that the sample 
mean was representative of the mean of the entire population. 

The response rate was robust across the different types of HE providers in the sample. 
However, there were no responses from any Scottish HE providers in the sample and the 
response from London providers was lower than that in the total population. Responses were 
received proportionately from within each quartile of the intensity of international students, 
with the exception of the highest intensity quartile, which was slightly less represented than 
that in the entire population.  

Following analysis of the results of the survey responses an extrapolation was then made 
from the results of these to project the overall costs for the HE sector. This was done by: 

 taking a count of HE providers by type;  

 taking a count of questionnaire respondents by type; 

 calculating a multiplier by dividing the count of all providers by the count of questionnaire 
respondents;  

 applying that multiplier to the cost for each response, using the multiplier for the provider 
type of the respondent; and  

 using the derived value for analysis. 
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APPENDIX THREE: INDIVIDUAL TIER 4 TASKS AND COSTS 

A list of all the Tier 4 related tasks identified by the research and which informed the 
development of the financial model is shown below. These tasks are categorised as either: 

 Tier 4 guidance directly mandated task (direct) and the reference is shown; or  

 an additional task (indirect).  

Also shown is the overall (extrapolated) cost to the higher education sector and the 
percentage of respondents to the e-survey who carry out each task and reported costs 
against it.   

Figure 19 Tier 4 compliance tasks and costs 

Process step Task 

Tier 4 

guidance 

reference 

Sector cost 

Per cent of 

respondents 

including as 

a cost 

Application Gather and check Tier 4 applicant's academic 

qualifications 
359 £8,430,375 90% 

Conduct and record Tier 4 student interview UKBA £49,150 15% 

Application system modifications and 

enhancements 
Indirect £275,145 53% 

Assess that Tier 4 applicant's course represents 

academic progression 
431 £3,977,004 77% 

Send Confirmation of Acceptance of Studies (CAS)  

checklist to Tier 4 applicant 
Indirect £302,268 65% 

CAS issuance Gather and check Tier 4 applicant's Academic 

Technology Approval Scheme (ATAS) certificate, 

where required 

353 £1,655,502 43% 

Accept deposit for Tier 4 course fees Indirect £897,422 50% 

Gather and check Tier 4 applicant's English 

language certificate 
376 £2,834,489 83% 

Gather and check Tier 4 applicant's financial 

maintenance documents 
376 £1,434,163 53% 

Assess whether Tier 4 applicant's course of study is 

within UKBA time limits 
496 £4,200,060 83% 

‘Second eyes’ review of CAS documents Indirect £1,076,456 65% 

Bulk upload of CAS to Sponsor Management 

System (SMS) 
Indirect £809,946 60% 

Governance Analyse and interpret UKBA guidance Indirect £944,557 80% 

Any other costs Indirect £654,527 20% 

Attendance at staff training sessions Indirect £494,774 70% 
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Process step Task 

Tier 4 

guidance 

reference 

Sector cost 

Per cent of 

respondents 

including as 

a cost 

Audit committee Indirect £180,224 30% 

Change management - introduction of attendance 

monitoring, meetings and discussions 
Indirect £685,882 70% 

Develop and amend policies Indirect £1,250,228 85% 

Develop and amend procedures Indirect £1,154,740 85% 

External UKBA compliance audit advisors Indirect £231,970 40% 

Graduate Entrepreneur scheme preparation Indirect £202,328 40% 

Internal audit Indirect £1,335,178 33% 

Legal advice Indirect £68,865 23% 

Manage legal challenges Indirect £122,097 8% 

Monitor and report on Tier 4 compliance internally Indirect £1,634,708 80% 

PhD extension scheme preparation Indirect £131,916 55% 

Provide immigration advice for internal queries - 

Office of the Immigration Services Commissioner 

(OISC) qualified advisors 

Indirect £190,329 20% 

Provide immigration advice to students - OISC 

qualified advisors 
Indirect £1,528,937 30% 

Querying UKBA re acceptable policies and 

procedures 
Indirect £887,402 65% 

Seminar and external committee attendance Indirect £287,153 65% 

Staff training Indirect £309,173 75% 

UKBA related stress leave Indirect £916 5% 

Externally delivered staff training Indirect £68,826 30% 

Staff training Indirect £527,950 65% 

Complete Highly Trusted Sponsor (HTS) application 263 £56,291 90% 

Complete Sponsor Licence application 21 £51,082 90% 

UKBA compliance audit/visit 564 £1,407,473 68% 

CAS Fees 41 £4,324,853 95% 
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Process step Task 

Tier 4 

guidance 

reference 

Sector cost 

Per cent of 

respondents 

including as 

a cost 

HTS Fees 267 £88,183 100% 

Sponsor Licence Fees 226 £22,046 100% 

Monitoring & 

engagement 
Attendance monitoring 541 £4,662,343 58% 

Attendance monitoring systems Indirect £906,284 34% 

Report non-attendance of Tier 4 students in SMS 541 £154,477 65% 

Investigate non-attendance Indirect £2,813,430 65% 

Monitor work placements, engagement and limits 559 £351,714 65% 

Pre-

application 
Manage pre-application Tier 4 student enquiries Indirect £1,482,515 65% 

Prepare and publish advice for prospective Tier 4 

students 
Indirect £1,042,808 95% 

Train international recruitment agents on Tier 4 

responsibilities and procedures 
Indirect £614,969 50% 

Translate Tier 4 guidance material (procured) Indirect £13,976 

10% 

 

 

Pre-arrival Collect data and handle queries for visa refusals Indirect £303,564 75% 

Develop and distribute pre-arrival information for 

Tier 4 students 
Indirect £467,471 80% 

Prepare for UKBA credibility interviews Indirect £184,041 25% 

Registration Enrolment system modifications and enhancements Indirect £151,428 35% 

Scan/copy and verify student passport and other 

documents (Appendix D requirements from UKBA 

guidance) 

353 £1,982,996 90% 

Collect data and handle queries for entry to the UK 

refusals 
Indirect £181,145 55% 

Visa requirement sessions for incoming Tier 4 

students 
Indirect £317,229 45% 

Monitor Tier 4 visa and passport expiration dates 353 £962,275 90% 

Procuring scanners and other equipment for 

registration 
353 £67,867 25% 

Notify UKBA of Tier 4 students failing to arrive 538 £205,524 80% 
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Process step Task 

Tier 4 

guidance 

reference 

Sector cost 

Per cent of 

respondents 

including as 

a cost 

Transfer and 

progression 
Change of programme - notify UKBA 554 £177,255 80% 

Deferrals - notify UKBA 549 £153,985 85% 

Early completion/withdrawal - collect departure 

details 
549 £88,537 60% 

Early completion/withdrawal - notify UKBA 549 £179,909 80% 

Leave of absence - notify UKBA 554 £123,069 75% 

Manage students changing courses 554 £305,283 65% 

Advise students regarding visa extensions Indirect £3,744,862 85% 

Manage students progressing to new courses (e.g. 

postgraduate) 
554 £377,366 50% 

Total 
  

£66,800,910 
 

 

 


