Imperial bets bursaries, rent cuts and new courses will turn high rankings into fairer access
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According to the original Daily Mail report, Imperial College London has consolidated its position at the top of the paper’s university guide for a third successive year after what the college described as a record number of applications for courses starting in September 2024, nearly half of the places awarded through UCAS going to international students. That domestic acclaim has been matched on the world stage: the QS World University Rankings placed Imperial second globally for 2025 and top in the UK and Europe, a standing QS attributed to strong research, employability and sustainability metrics. While the college’s focus on science, engineering, medicine, mathematics and business is longstanding, both domestic and international league-table success has intensified scrutiny of how that prestige translates into access and student experience.
Imperial has been public about widening financial access as part of that translation. The college’s undergraduate bursary scheme, expanded in response to the cost‑of‑living crisis, now automatically qualifies household incomes below £70,000 for support, with annual awards on a sliding scale from £1,000 to £5,000 depending on income banding. The university’s website also confirms that care leavers and estranged students receive an extra £500 (raising their award to £5,500) and that the bursary’s payment timing and interaction with government support vary for particular courses and placement years. Imperial says more than four in ten undergraduates receive some form of financial support and that more than 200 undergraduate scholarships are awarded each year.
Accommodation charges have been a prominent element of student debate, and Imperial has taken visible steps to adjust rents across its portfolio. The college’s published 2025–26 rent schedule shows a range of weekly prices by hall and room type and states that a substantial proportion of bedspaces are aligned with the Greater London Authority’s affordable rent benchmark. The Daily Mail report highlighted an internal review that resulted in a selective reduction — most notably a reported 24% fall in the price of 589 rooms in South Kensington and Paddington for 2025–26 — even as some sites, such as parts of North Acton, saw increases. Imperial’s published figures give an indicative cost range: cheaper twin rooms start from about £5,655 for a 39‑week tenancy, small standard singles from £6,591 and premium ensuite singles up to around £15,210 for the same term.
Access measures beyond bursaries are also being broadened. Imperial’s contextual admissions scheme, updated for the 2024–25 and 2025–26 cycles, uses postcode and school attainment indicators (such as POLAR and IMD measures), free school meals history, and first‑in‑family or care‑experienced status to identify applicants from under‑represented backgrounds. The college says eligible applicants are guaranteed an interview when interviews form part of selection or are offered a guaranteed minimum offer subject to departmental tests or interviews; it also commits to reconsidering candidates who exceed expectations at A‑level on results day. Imperial states that it reviews contextual data annually and publishes any changes to the scheme.
Improving the student experience has been prioritised after earlier weaker scores in the National Student Survey, according to the college. Imperial points to a multi‑year initiative — the Imperial Experience — launched to consult students on investment priorities and to deliver targeted enhancements to teaching, social and study spaces. The college’s “You said, we did” summary lists a number of completed and planned projects, including the creation of over 100 new study spaces in the Abdus Salam Library and upgrades across teaching facilities and student social areas, measures the university says are informed directly by student feedback.
On the academic front, Imperial has added new and specialised pathways. The college has opened refreshed teaching facilities for business students and upgraded spaces used by science, engineering and medical cohorts; it also plans to admit the first students to three new integrated master’s programmes in biochemistry, biological sciences and biotechnology in September 2026. Other more recent course launches include sensor systems engineering, experimental biomolecular sciences, and a renewable energy programme that integrates AI and data science, illustrating how the curriculum is being extended to match evolving research and industry demand.
Student wellbeing remains a central pillar of Imperial’s support offer. The Student Counselling and Mental Health Advice Service describes a stepped care model that includes individual counselling, termly therapeutic groups, and short courses such as mindfulness and cognitive‑behaviourally informed options. The college reports that two multi‑week therapeutic groups — mindfulness‑based stress reduction and compassion‑focused therapy — have been well received; wellbeing staff are embedded within faculties, mental‑health first‑aiders are identifiable across campus and residence wardens and personal tutors receive mandatory mental‑health training, all intended to create multiple routes to support.
Imperial points to strong graduate outcomes as part of its public case for excellence: high‑quality jobs and above‑average starting salaries for many alumni are among the indicators that, the college and league‑table compilers say, feed into its international standing. QS, for example, attributes part of Imperial’s 2025 ranking performance to employability metrics as well as research strengths and methodological refinements to its ranking process. Nonetheless, placing on league tables and actual student experience remain distinct measures, and the university’s continued performance will be judged on both recruitment and the delivery of promised support and facilities.
The adjustments to bursaries, admissions and accommodation represent a sizeable institutional response to the twin pressures of affordability and access, but they will require time to filter through to measurable change in widening participation and student outcomes. Imperial’s own materials indicate the schemes will be reviewed and updated: bursary rules and payment arrangements are set out on the college website for entrants in 2025 and 2026, contextual admissions data are reviewed annually, and accommodation pricing is published by hall to aid comparison. Observers and prospective students will be watching whether the headline rankings and the touted reforms translate into sustained improvements in equity and student wellbeing.
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