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the only driver behind the rising tide of 
complaints: the financial climate is also  
having an impact. In a highly competitive  
jobs market and with many employers insist-
ing that graduate recruits have at least 2:1s,  
degree classifications take on even greater 
significance, and this may lead to an increase 
in complaints involving academic status and 
grades. Although the OIA does not intervene 
in matters of academic judgement, it can 
investigate some aspects of complaints  
about examination boards, assessment  
and mitigating circumstances.

“If the job market is very tight – and 
particularly when people are seeking profes-
sional qualifications – students will want to  
get the very most out of their university 
experience,” Behrens notes.

Complaints involving allegations of plagia-
rism also continue to be an issue with the rise 
of both online essay mills and sophisticated 
cheating detection software.

Meanwhile, internet searches have made  
it easier for disgruntled students to find out 
about their rights, making them more likely  

to complain (and further adding to the OIA’s 
workload). To cope with the rise in complaints, 
the number of case handlers at the body grew 
from 35 in 2011 to 43 in 2012, although the 
average cost of handling cases fell slightly 
from £1,663 per complaint closed in 2011 to 
£1,616 last year.

It is clear that social media outlets are also 
helping aggrieved students find their way to 
the organisation, and that some students are 
doing research on Twitter and Facebook about 
the university staff they are taking to task.  
For example, one complaints handler told this 
year’s European Network of Ombudsmen in 
Higher Education annual conference, held in 
Oxford in April, how a student had invoked 
an academic’s colourful Facebook postings in 
an effort to discredit their defence against a 
complaint.

Such stories underline how much the 
world has changed since the OIA was set 
up in 2004 in an effort to provide a fair 

complaints system that would help to avoid 
the costs of lengthy legal proceedings.  
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Complaints received by the OIA by course type – top 10
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