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Parliamentary Briefing  

UCAS applications for 2013-14 
 

Million+ is a university think-tank. We are pleased to provide this parliamentary briefing which 

outlines the current picture of university applications for 2013/14 academic year.  

UCAS published the latest set of UCAS applications statistics on Wednesday 28th November. These 

cover the period from the beginning of the applications cycle to 19th November 2012. Though, very 

early in the application cycle, the analysis of the November statistics released by UCAS indicates: 

 A worrying fall in applications to date for 2013-14 which, if borne out by the end of the 

application cycle, could represent the lowest number of applications since before 2006 

 A fall of 14% in applications for all courses, excluding applications to Oxbridge, medicine, 

dentistry, veterinary courses compared to the same point in 2012-13  

 That the demographic decline in the number of 18 year olds does not explain the size of 

the fall in university acceptances for 2012-13, or the early indications of a fall in 

applications for 2013-14.   

Implications of a downturn in university applications in 2013-14  

There is increased interest in these figures because of the fall in student number acceptances for the 

academic year 2012-13. The full data for this academic cycle will be published on 14th December, but 

interim information published by UCAS in September 2012 shows a fall of -56,600 UK and EU 

domiciled acceptances for the 2012-13 entry year, compared to the equivalent point in the previous 

cycle1.  

 

Typically take-up of university study increases during economic downturns.  This was not reflected in 

2012-13 application or acceptance figures. Moreover the November UCAS statistics for full-time 

applications for 2013-14 suggest that the recession is not galvanising people towards university 

study as might be expected.   

 

Nor is there any evidence of a ‘bounce-back’ in applications similar to that experienced in 2007-8, 

the year after tuition fees were increased. Between the start of the 2013-14 admissions cycle and 19 

November 2012, UCAS received a cumulative total of 145,009 applications for full-time 

undergraduate courses. This is the lowest number of applications in the last seven years at this point 

and represents a substantial fall of -13,378 (-8.4%) compared to the same point in 2012-13 and -

36,805 (-31.6%) compared to the same point in 2011-12. 

 

                                                           
1
 UCAS Analysis and Research (2012) Interim assessment of UCAS acceptances by intended entry year, country 

of institution and qualifications held. Available from: 
http://www.ucas.com/documents/mediareleases/ucas_entry_year_acceptances_day28_2012.pdf  

http://www.ucas.com/documents/mediareleases/ucas_entry_year_acceptances_day28_2012.pdf
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There may be a number of reasons for this. It is well known that higher tuition fees of up to £9,000 

per annum were brought in for all students commencing courses in England in 2012-13. Whilst some 

aspects of the student support system are more generous, students, like everyone else, are also 

facing increasingly high living costs2. Part-time work may also be less readily available for students 

who need to support themselves whilst at university.     

 

In 2006-7 when a tuition fees cap of £3,000 was introduced, the Government ran a national 

campaign to promote the ‘university offer’ and had invested in the national Aim Higher programme. 

For 2012-13 a limited campaign (the Student Finance Tour) was run in schools. This focused primarily 

on explaining the new fees and funding system to young prospective applicants rather than on 

promoting the value of a university education more widely and to audiences that included 

prospective mature students.  Since mature students comprised nearly a third of the first degree 

undergraduates studying at university in 2009-103 and since prospective mature students are known 

to be more debt adverse than their younger counterparts4 this was a substantial and costly 

oversight. BIS also funded the Make Your Future Happen5 campaign and standalone website which 

blended the provision of information with raising awareness of the benefits of attending university. 

However, this website was withdrawn in April 2012.  

 

For 2013-14 BIS has funded the second iteration of the Student Finance Tour 6 which will run from 

June 2012 to February 2013. Again, this focuses primarily on disseminating information about the 

student finance and support system to young adults rather than raising aspirations. There is no plan 

to run a wider campaign explaining the value of going to university. 

 

A downturn in university applications should raise significant concerns because all the evidence 

shows that university has the potential to transform people’s lives. Graduates are more likely to be 

employed7, command higher salaries8, pay additional tax9 and supply a highly-skilled workforce for 

the private, public and not-for-profit sectors. Participation in higher education generates economic 

growth, enhanced wellbeing and a host of non-monetised benefits10.  A decline in participation is 

also likely to undermine rather than enhance social mobility. 

 

                                                           
2
 NUS (2012) Pound in Your Pocket: Survey Results (Interim Report) 

3
 Morris, K and McVitty, D (2012) Never Too Late To Learn Mature students in higher education. million+ and 

NUS 
4
 Connor, H. and Dewson, S. (2001) ‘Social class and HE: Issues affecting decisions about participation by lower 

social class groups’, DfES Research Report No. 267. 
5
 http://www.bis.gov.uk/news/topstories/2011/May/student-finance-campaign  

6
 http://www.fieldstar.org/industry-news/news-ems-to-run-student-finance-tour-for-2nd-year  

7
 An undergraduate degree increases the probability of being employed by approximately 3 percentage points 

compared to possession of ‘A’ Levels. See BIS (2011) Research Paper 45: The Returns to Higher Education 
Qualifications 
8
 The average earnings premium associated with an undergraduate degree stands at approximately 27% 

overall compared to possession of 2 or more GCE ‘A’ Levels. See ibid 
9 The net Exchequer benefit

 
associated with the financing of undergraduate degrees stands at approximately 

£89,000 on average, which corresponds to an Exchequer rate of return of 10.8% on average. See ibid 
10

 These include improved health outcomes, greater probability of undertaking and completing further 
learning, as well as the wider benefits relating to increased self-confidence, self-esteem, intergenerational and 
social mobility and stronger local communities 

http://www.bis.gov.uk/news/topstories/2011/May/student-finance-campaign
http://www.fieldstar.org/industry-news/news-ems-to-run-student-finance-tour-for-2nd-year
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Action required: 

 

 A national Government backed campaign to explain the benefits of a university education 

aimed at communities and schools. A third of current university students are mature 

students and the majority of these mature students study on a full-time basis.  

 The national campaign needs to promote the wide range of courses available within UK 

universities, including vocational-based and professional courses, with links directly to 

manufacturing and creative industries.   

What do the UCAS statistics tell us? 

Between the opening of applications for the 2013-14 academic year and 19th November 2012, UCAS 

received a cumulative total of 145,009 applications for full-time undergraduate courses. This is the 

lowest number of applications in the last seven years at this point of the applications cycle and 

represents a substantial fall of -13,378 (-8.4%) compared to the same point in 2012-13 and -36,805 (-

31.6%) compared to the same point in 2011-12, as shown in Figure 1.  

Figure 1: UCAS Applications to 19 November (includes UK, EU and International applicants) 

 

The overwhelming majority (88%) of the fall in applications between the same point in the 2012-13 

and 2013-14 cycles has occurred amongst applicants domiciled in England. This can be seen in Figure 

2 which depicts the total applications disaggregated by the domicile of the applicant at the same 

point in November for 2006-7 to 2013-14. There has also been a notably large decline of -9,582 (-

11.4%) applications from 18 years olds domiciled in England compared to 2012-13. Demographic 

change is playing a part – the UK population of 18 year olds has fallen by 1.7% compared to last year 
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according to the ONS – but this cannot explain the scale of the overall decline revealed by these 

figures. 

It could be that schools and colleges in England are now advising pupils to delay their applications 

until later in the cycle. However since many of these school and college pupils were studying for 

GCSEs or other Level 2 qualifications when Parliament made its decision to raise fees and were not 

already set on an inevitable path to university, the lack of a proper public campaign may be proving 

costly. 

Figure 2: UCAS applications to 19th November 2012 by domicile of applicant 

 

When UCAS applications to 19th November 2013-14 are disaggregated by applications made on or 

before the 15 October deadline (for courses at Oxbridge and medicine, dentistry and veterinary 

subjects) and applications made between 16 October and 19 November the figures are even more 

concerning.  

Whilst applications for Oxbridge, medicine, dentistry and veterinary science courses by the 15th 

October deadline increased by 1,135 or 2.0% compared to 2012-13, applications since this time have 

tailed off sharply, as shown in Figure 3. There were a total of just 88,265 applications between 16th 

October and 19th November, the lowest number since before 2006-7. This represents a fall of -

14,510 (-14.1%) compared to the same point in 2012-13 and -37.489 (-29.8%) compared to the same 

point in 2010-11.   
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Figure 3: UCAS applications to 19 November disaggregated by date of application (includes UK, EU 

and International applicants) 

 

Again this trend is sharpest amongst England-domiciled applicants and particularly 18 year olds 

domiciled in England. The majority (85.9%) of the overall decline in post-15th October applications 

between 2012-13 and 2013-14 has occurred amongst applicants domiciled in England (-12,458 and -

14.8%), with the greatest fall amongst 18 year olds.  

Potential range of final applications based on application patterns over the past five years.   

UCAS are correct to say that applicant behaviour is quite mixed and that the number of November 

applications is not necessarily a good guide to the number of applicants who apply by the final 

deadline11. Applications to 19th November have comprised as much as 28.4% and as little as 22.9% of 

total end-of-cycle applications over the past 5 years.  

However it is possible and indeed informative to calculate an upper and lower estimate for the final 

number of UCAS applications for 2013-14, based on applications to date. Using these figures as our 

range, million+ has calculated best and worst case scenario estimates for final full-time applications 

to UCAS for 2013-14, depicted in Figure 3.  

  

                                                           
11

 http://www.ucas.com/documents/stats/2013_applicantfigures_nov.pdf  
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Figure 4: Upper and lower bound estimates of final UCAS applications for 2013-14 (includes UK, EU 
and International applicants)  

  2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
2013 

LOWER 
ESTIMATE 

2013 
UPPER 

ESTIMATE 

Applicants by 
19th Nov 

151,592 145,729 146,838 162,706 181,814 158,387 145,009 145,009 

FINAL 
APPLICANTS 

534,495 588,689 639,860 697,351 700,161 * 511,284 631,890 

Nov % FINAL 28.4% 24.8% 22.9% 23.3% 26.0% * If 28.4% If 22.9% 

* No data is available for 2012 

If applications to date for the 2013-14 cycle comprise 28.4% of the eventual total (as in 2007) then 

we would expect a final total of 511,284 applications; if they comprise 22.9% of the total (as they did 

in 2009) then we would expect a final total of 631,890 applications. These are estimates rather than 

forecasts: since applicant behaviour is somewhat unpredictable the final picture could look very 

different.  

However unless 2013-14 proves to be a wholly anomalous year then these estimates should give 

cause for concern. The best case scenario puts the estimate of the final number of applications as 

lower than since 2009, and the worst case scenario would mean that there would be fewer 

applications than at any point since before 2007, with significant short and long-term consequences 

for society and the economy.  

 As these are estimates, and student behaviour is unpredictable the final picture could look 

different, and far more people may make applications at a later stage.  

 However, it does suggest that urgent action needs to be taken by Government to 
stop a potential decline.  

 
 
About million+ and contact information 
 
Million+ is a leading university think-tank, which uses rigorous research and evidence based policy to 

solve complex problems in higher education. We shall be publishing a series of pamphlets on higher 

education funding in 2013 commencing with What’s the value of a UK degree?  This pamphlet will be 

discussed at a roundtable hosted by Paul Uppal MP on 17 January. 

For more information about this briefing or the roundtable please contact Jean Candler, Head of 

Public Affairs on 020 7717 1655 or 07900 277819, or email: jeancandler@millionplus.ac.uk. 
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