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The  National  Clearing  Survey  was  launched  to  better  understand  the  journey  
that students take through the Clearing process. It is the biggest of its kind, 
representative and independent. 

The survey is a major national initiative and is the only one of its kind that analyses the Clearing journey 
from the point of view of the student. Partnering with one in five Russell Group universities, one in five 
post-92 HEI’s plus specialists institutions, the 2017 National Clearing Survey analysed over 250,000 
data points and conducted deep-dive qualitative surveys with 2,979 students. The results have been 
benchmarked against the findings from 2016, to identify evolving trends and behaviours. This has 
allowed us to identify short and long-term trends, make further recommendations and present the most 
insightful National Clearing Survey ever.

At the end of the 2017 cycle, there was a record number of applicants who were accepted through 
Clearing. In 2017, applications via the two routes - those who had previously applied for a place 
through UCAS, and those who were applying for the first time through Clearing (direct applicants) - 
reached a record high of 66,851, an increase of 3.1% from the previous year. Acceptances through 
the main scheme decreased by 0.2% in 2017, to 49,920. Increases  in  Clearing  acceptances in 
2017 came from direct acceptances, which increased by 14% from 2016 (equating to 2,100 more 
direct acceptances). The National Clearing Survey responses reflect this change with our own findings 
showing an increase of 9 percentiles for direct applicants, indicating that the sample and findings are 
reliable and in line with those of UCAS.

The National Clearing Survey enables decision makers, marketers, admissions advisers and senior 
leaders from the Higher Education sector to gauge a more detailed understanding of students’ 
actions prior to, during and post-A-level Results Day. The report looks at students’ main influences 
and motivations when choosing a course, their journey through Clearing and their motivators when 
selecting a place.

This report offers insights, defines target audiences and behavioural trends, and presents a timeline with 
key dates so that you are equipped with the information you need to target your prospective students 
through the right channels, at the right time and with the right message. It allows you to move beyond 
assumptions about Clearing and focus on data-driven insights, to help with long-term planning and 
equip you to make marketing decisions that will give you the edge.

The National Clearing Survey ran from the 18th August 2017 and closed at midday on the 19th 
October 2017. Thirty-one Higher Education Institutions participated. The survey was taken by 2,979 
respondents who enrolled at 84 different Higher Education Institutions, giving a truly national picture. 

About The National Clearing Survey
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Executive Summary

Over half (52%) of respondents went through Clearing for reasons other than achieving lower 
grades than predicted.4

Clearing students can be segmented into four distinct groups: Traditional Clearing Student 
(45%), Mind Changer (25%), Direct Applicant (27%), and Adjustment Student (4%). 1

Overall, “subject” was the most important factor to students (rather than institution) when they 
were securing their Clearing place. HEIs therefore need to provide detailed and engaging 
course-level messaging and campaigns need to promote specific courses. 5

81% (down from 85%) of Clearing students have already heard of the HEI they enrol with and 
69% (down from 77%) have visited the HEI’s website before Clearing. HEIs need to keep 
long-term, brand awareness campaigns at the forefront of their strategies to make sure they 
are on students’ radars during Clearing.6

Applying through UCAS as a direct applicant is now an active choice. The National Clearing 
Survey found that the largest growth came from our Direct Applicant profile group, up nine 
percentiles from 2016.2

Students continue to use a huge variety of social media. Snapchat is being used on a daily 
basis by 71% of respondents (up from 65% in 2016) whilst Instagram is used by 68% (up 
from 59%) and Youtube at 66% (up from 59%). Facebook remains a popular platform but 
has fallen by 6% from 66% in 2016 to 60% in 2017. It is important for institutions to maintain a 
presence across all platforms but also important to analyse your own marketing activity, social 
media engagement and strategy. Whilst this report presents a national average, we did see 
big differences at institution level, highlighting the importance of understanding your own data 
and using the findings here in the context of the nationwide average. 3
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Friends are still the biggest influencer in Clearing. Friends were once again cited by one in five 
students as the most common introduction to students’ Clearing destination, and were most 
influential to the Direct Applicant, accounting for almost one in four of all referrals.7

Similar to 2016, call handlers were less able to answer student queries about availability of 
accommodation, course content, availability of course places, career options and the fit of 
the institution and course. Call handling teams should be trained on a broad range of issues 
relevant to students in order to maximise conversion during Clearing. 11

The most popular method for confirming a place in Clearing was via phone call, followed 
by UCAS and email. 33% of students say they would like to confirm their place via live chat, 
compared to 10% who actually did so. With Clearing being more competitive than ever 
before, providers can give themselves the edge and increase conversions by providing this 
service. 12

You  must  be  mobile  ready.  60%  of  students  used  a  mobile device  during  their  Clearing  
searches, whilst mobile-only searches  accounted  for  20%,  an  increase  of  3%  on  2016. 
Make sure you have dedicated tactics for mobile search and a cross-device strategy to 
reflect the modern search behaviour of a Clearing student.  8

61% of students did not pick their Clearing destination as one of their five original UCAS 
choices, meaning marketers have new student audiences to target during Clearing who may 
not already be in their HEI’s system. 10

Executive Summary

The Traditional Clearing Student is contacting on average 3.7 institutions during Clearing 
(compared to 3.4 in 2016), with only 40% taking the first offer they received (down from 
43% in 2016). This highlights the importance of on-the-day closing and conversion. Use the 
additional findings in the report and audit your processes to uncover where and how you can 
increase on-the-day conversion opportunities and ensure your call staff are able to meet the 
requirements of Clearing students on A-level Results Day.  9
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The National Clearing Survey 2017 was open to all students who had gone through 
the Clearing process, and secured a place at a Higher Education Institution, for 
the academic year of 2017/2018. 

Every university which listed courses in Clearing 2017, was invited to collaborate on the National 
Clearing Survey by the Insights Division at Natives Global Consulting. In total, 31 institutions took part.

Equal weighting was given to each participant’s response.

Methodology
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Overview of respondents’ 
demographics and geographies 

and digital behaviour

section 1.



The National Clearing Survey results have revealed four distinct audience profiles 
who accessed Higher Education through Clearing. 

Each profile has been developed using data from the survey responses, and their identities have 
been measured and presented using demographics, geographies, education, destination, motivations, 
influencers and the top social platforms used daily. 

This segmentation is important as it reveals different characteristics beyond what education professionals 
might consider as a ‘Traditional Clearing Student.’ It illustrates that there are opportunities for smart 
targeting within an institution’s Clearing strategies that might not have been previously understood or 
considered. 

Section 1: The Four Clearing Profiles

The Traditional Clearing Student represents the 
largest group in Clearing. Typically, they will enter 
the Clearing process having not secured one of their 
original UCAS choices and will have got lower grades 
than expected on A-level Results Day. 

the traditional Clearing student

The Adjustment Student has entered Clearing because 
they received better grades than expected and they 
are looking for a Higher Education Institution with 
higher grade boundaries.

the adjustment student

The Mind Changer is going through Clearing for 
reasons other than educational, linked to social or 
environmental factors, which have influenced them 
to change their mind on their institution. 

the mind changer

Older than the other groups, the Direct Applicant 
will often have already received their results in a 
previous year and will be applying for a place for 
the first time through the Clearing process.

direct applicant
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The Traditional 
Clearing Student

Age
18.5

gender divide

60%
39%

ethnicity

45% White British

8% Pakistani

7% Indian

Top social 
platforms 
for daily 

use

80%

72% 67% Post 9238%

Russell 
Group

38%

Other
University

22%
Specialist 
Institution1%

destination

93%
A-levels

Course 
choice 
factors
Course subject1.

2.Career prospects

3.Institution ranking HE at FE1%

Qualifications



The Adjustment 
Student

Age
19.3

gender divide

65%
35%

ethnicity

34% White British

11% Pakistani

10% African

Top social 
platforms 
for daily 

use

73%

73% 72%

Russell
Group

49%

Post 9233%

Other
University

19%

destination
Course 
choice 
factors
Course subject1.

2.Career prospects

3.Institution ranking

Qualifications

72%
A-levels

25%
btec



The Direct
Applicant

Age
22.6

gender divide

58%
42%

ethnicity

49% White British

13% African

5% Pakistani

Top social 
platforms 
for daily 

use

62%

62% 60% Post 9259%

Russell 
Group

15%

Other
University

22%
Specialist 
Institution2%

destination

Course 
choice 
factors
Course subject1.

2.Career prospects

3.Institution location HE at FE2%

Qualifications

66%
A-levels

23%
btec



The Mind Changer

Age
19.5

gender divide

68%
31%

ethnicity

46% White British

9% African

7% Pakistani

Top social 
platforms 
for daily 

use

74%

69% 66% Post 9249%

Russell
Group

28%

Other
University

21%

destination

Course 
choice 
factors
Course subject1.

2.Career prospects

3.Institution location

Specialist 
Institution1%

HE at FE0.3%

A-levels
17%

btec

Qualifications

78%



It is widely assumed that the typical reason for students entering the Clearing 
process is because they did not achieve the grades they needed to be accepted 
into either their firm or insurance choice. While this remains the reason for many 
students, over half (52%) went through Clearing for other reasons. 

The Traditional Clearing Student
Acheived lower grades than predicted

Changed mind on course
Changed mind on location

Changed mind on institution
Acheived place  at firm choice but preferred Clearing institution

Achieved place at insurance choice but preferred Clearing institution
UCAS/Application error

100%
12%

6%
4%

2%
10%

1%

The Adjustment Student
Acheived higher grades than predicted

Changed mind on course
Changed mind on location

Changed mind on institution
Acheived place  at firm choice but preferred Clearing institution

Achieved place at insurance choice but preferred Clearing institution
UCAS/Application error

Was on reserve list for places

100%
21%
22%

20%
22%

10%
3%
1%

The Direct Applicant
Acheived lower grades than predicted
Acheived higher grades than predicted

Applied directly to institution through Clearing (not through UCAS)
Changed mind on course

Changed mind on location
Changed mind on institution

Acheived place  at firm choice but preferred Clearing institution
Achieved place at insurance choice but preferred Clearing institution

UCAS/Application error
Was on reserve list for places

Transferred from another university/course
Did not receive any offers

Other

18%
7%

100%
17%

8%
11%

4%
3%

1%
1%
1%
1%
4%

The Mind Changer
Changed mind on course

Changed mind on location
Changed mind on institution

Acheived place  at firm choice but preferred Clearing institution
Achieved place at insurance choice but preferred Clearing institution

UCAS/Application error

39%
32%

27%
28%

23%
1%

Section 1: Reasons for Accessing Clearing
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The chart below shows the overall respondents by profile group. Each response 
was given equal weighting in the final analysis.

45% of the responses from the National Clearing Survey were from the Traditional Clearing Student 
profile. This is the youngest group, with an average age of 18.5. The next biggest group was the Direct 
Applicant (27%), the oldest group with an average age of 22.6. The Direct Applicant overtakes The 
Mind Changer as our second biggest profile for the first time since this survey began.

Compared to 2016, we see the biggest variation of data in the Direct Applicant. The average age has 
decreased from 24 in 2017 to 22.6 in 2016. This group has grown from 18% of the sample in 2016 
to 27% of the sample in 2017.

61% of respondents identified as female, which is representative of the national picture.

In 2017 we see the largest profile growth in the Direct Applicant group, up by 
nine percentiles on 2016. Providers armed with this information can shape their 
marketing strategies and messaging towards this group and need to ensure that 
their own online application portal offers a seamless digital experience. 

Section 1: Respondent’s Profile

45%

27%

25%

4%

overall respondents 
by profile

Traditional Clearing Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
The Mind Changer

38%

61%

1%

gender

Female
Male
Prefer not to say
Other

18.5 19.3

22.6

19.5 20.1

Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

average age
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Just under half (45%) of respondents identified their ethnicity as White British. The next highest group 
identified as Black/African/Caribbean/Black British/African, at 9%, followed by Pakistani - Asian/
Asian British (7%).

ethnicity
Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

White British

Other

African

Pakistani

Indian

Bangladeshi

Chinese

White and Asian

Arab

Caribbean

White and Black 
Caribbean

White and Black 
African

Irish

Gypsy or Irish 
Traveller

0% 13% 25% 38% 50%

Section 1: Respondent’s Profile
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Over half of the respondents (57%) attended a state sixth form college (or attended 
sixth form in their secondary school). The next most popular institution type was 
a state further education college (14%). The outlier is the Direct Applicant, who 
is less likely to have attended a state sixth form college (48%) than any other 
profile, and more likely to have attended a state further education college (21%) 
than any other profile. The Direct Applicant appears to have the most diverse 
educational background, which may be expected as they tend to be older and 
coming back into education, and therefore not progressing directly from GCSEs 
into A-levels.

what type of further education institution did you attend?
Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

State - sixth form 
college

State - further 
education college

Private - sixth form 
college

Grammar school

State - academy

Adult education 
institution

Private - further 
education college

Private - academy

State - specialist college 
(i.e. agricultural)

Private - specialist 
college (i.e. agricultural) 

Home-schooled

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Section 1: Further Education
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The most common qualification studied was A-levels (79%) followed by BTEC (14%). However, there 
has been a decrease of respondents taking BTEC, down 5% from 2016.

In our largest group, the Traditional Student, 93% of respondents studied A-levels, which is 15 percentile 
points higher than the next nearest profile group, the Mind Changer. The Adjustment Student (25%) 
and the Direct Applicant (23%) are the most likely groups to have studied a BTEC. 

what type of further education qualifications did you study for?
Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

A-levels

BTEC

HNC

HND

International 
Baccalaureate (IB)

NVQ

Scottish/Advanced 
Highers

Other

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Section 1: Further Education
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This section explores which channels are used on a daily basis to communicate 
with one of the respondents’ most important influencers, friends. 

Overall,  students  were  most  likely  to  use  text/iMessage  to  communicate  with  friends at 74.2% 
in 2017, down from 90% in 2016. The second most popular platform is WhatsApp, 71.2% in 2017, 
down from 82% in 2016. 

However, Snapchat is most likely to be used by the Traditional Clearing Student, with 75.7% of this 
group using it on a daily basis to communicate with their friends, perhaps reflecting the prevalence of 
this channel amongst younger respondents. 

Facebook Messenger saw a decrease of eight percentage points in 2017 based on 2016.  The oldest 
profile, the Direct Applicant, are the least likely to use Snapchat, but are very active on Whatsapp, with 
72.5% using the platform on a daily basis.

Clearing students are diversifying which platforms they use on a daily basis to 
communicate with friends. Furthermore, there is varying behaviour depending 
on which profile group we look at. Make sure your marketing and influencer 
plans and tactics have a cross-platform strategy incorporated.

what channels do you use daily to communicate with your friends?
Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

Text/iMessage

Whatsapp

Snapchat

Facebook 
Messenger

Instagram Stories

Email

Other/none of the 
above

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Section 1: Social Media
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Students continue to use a huge variety of social media. Snapchat is being used on a daily basis by 
71% of respondents (up from 65% in 2016) whilst Instagram is used by 68% (up from 59%) and Youtube 
at 66% (up from 59%). Facebook remains a popular platform but has fallen by 6% from 66% in 2016 to 
60% in 2017. The 2017 findings highlight the importance of your institution being across all platforms.

how often do you use social media?
Facebook LinkedIn

Twitter

YouTube

Snapchat Tumblr

Pinterest

Instagram

Use Daily Use Weekly Use Monthly Do Not Use

60%
14%

7% 19%

30%
12%

46%12%

66% 25% 7%
3%

71% 8%
4% 17%

2% 5% 10% 83%

68% 10%
4% 18%

3%
9%

18% 69%

5%
6%

10% 79%

Section 1: Social Media

Understand how your audience are using and engaging with your social media 
sites by conducting Google Analytics audits to understand where your traffic is 
coming from. Use a social benchmarking tool like Edurank to understand what 
content is working and how that compares to similar institutions and institution 
types. Independent panel research and deep-dive qualitative surveys with your 
own students can further inform your strategy.
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what do you use each of these platforms for?

Communicating 
with friends

Share photos/
videos

Keeping up-to-
date with news

40% 80%0%

Information 
gathering

Searching for 
brands/institutions

Keeping up-to-
date with news

5% 9%0% 2% 7%

Information 
gathering

Keeping up-to-
date with news

Other

24% 48%0%

Communicating 
with friends

Keeping up-to-
date with news

Organising/
attending events

40% 80%0%

Respondents’ predominant use of Snapchat for communicating with friends further highlights its 
importance - when coupled with the finding that friends are a key influencer on HEI choice, Snapchat 
has the potential to be a powerful tool for student recruitment.

35% 70%0%

Share photos/
videos

Communicating 
with friends

Searching for 
brands/institutions

Keeping up-to-
date with news

18% 36%0%

Keeping up-to-
date with news

Share views/
opinions

Communicating 
with friends

Information 
gathering

Information 
gathering

Searching for 
brands/institutions

Share photos/
videos

8% 15%0%

Share photos/
videos

Share views/
opinions

Information 
gathering

40% 80%0%

4% 11%

Section 1: Social Media
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Students from across the UK took part in the National Clearing Survey 2017, 
although the majority were in England, reflecting the HEIs who participated in 
the survey. Within England, the highest numbers of respondents were in the south 
east and north west, reflecting the country’s population.

The Traditional Clearing Student The Adjustment Student

The Direct ApplicantThe Mind Changer

Section 1: Geography
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Student and institution activity 
prior to Results Day

section 2.



To understand the Clearing journey it is important to recognise the activity 
that happens prior to the students receiving their results, both by the students  
themselves and by Higher Education Institutions.

Pre-Clearing can be defined as between 15th January 2017 (UCAS priority application deadline) to 
15th July 2017 (Clearing opens on UCAS).

this section explores:

The original institutions that respondents applied to 
through UCAS

Brand awareness levels that respondents have of 
their Clearing institution

Student engagement with their Clearing institution 
prior to Results Day

Prospectus downloads

Prior research into the Clearing process conducted by 
students

Decision making before Results Day

The level of support and information given to students 
by Colleges and Sixth Forms about Clearing options 
and the process

Section 2
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Section 2: Key Findings

1
61% of respondents did not include their Clearing institution as one of their original five UCAS 
choices. Higher Education Institutions can therefore influence a student’s Clearing choice after 
the original application deadline. 

81% of students had heard of their chosen Clearing institution prior to A-level Results Day, 
highlighting the importance of brand awareness campaigns in the pre-Clearing period. 2

3
Friends accounted for 22% of introductions with their destination Higher Education Institution 
this year. Friends are most influential to the Direct Applicant, accounting for a quarter of 
introductions. 

4
“How the Clearing process works” (63%) and “When Clearing opens” (49%) are still the two 
most popular searches in pre-Clearing research. Marketers can create keyword rich, relevant 
content on these topics for their websites to attract Clearing candidates.

Just 36% of students visited an open day at their Clearing destination, but 69% visited the 
website prior to A-level Results Day. 5

6

Students are slightly more likely to register their details on the institution’s website (48%) 
than download a prospectus (45%). Data-capture (and how that data is used) presents an 
opportunity for Higher Education Institutions to form their own audience profiles during pre-
Clearing. 

84% of respondents had a “Very positive” or “Positive” view of their destination institution upon 
first hearing of the brand. 7

8
Whilst just under 80% of research occurs on or after the end of the A-level exam period, 
a significant 20% of research occurs before May. Ensure your Clearing information and 
opportunities are planned and published early to take advantage of these early researchers. 

9
58% of Traditional Students do not know which institution they are going to apply for through 
Clearing on A-level Results Day. This demonstrates the largest representative group is still 
completely undecided on the morning of collecting their results. 
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All students in the Traditional Student, Adjustment and Mind Changer profiles 
had previously applied for a university, while those in the Direct Applicant profile 
had not.

The National Clearing Survey asked which five Higher Education Institutions students originally applied 
to through UCAS and if their Clearing institution was one of their original five choices. Almost two thirds 
(61%) did not pick their Clearing institution as one of their five original UCAS choices, down from 67% 
in 2016.

Among Adjustment Students and Traditional Students we observe the highest percentages (68% and 
64% respectively) of non-original choices. 

was your Clearing institution one of your original five choices?

0

25%

50%

75%

100%

An original UCAS choice

Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Mind Changer
Overall

0

25%

50%

75%

100%

Not an original UCAS choice

Section 2: The Application
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The National Clearing Survey asked “Where did you first hear about the 
institution?”. The data revealed that the majority of Clearing students elected 
to enrol at institutions outside of those initial UCAS choices. However, 81%  of 
students had heard of their final destination, down from 85% in 2016.

This emphasises the importance of brand awareness in the pre-Clearing period. The Direct Applicant 
is least likely to have heard of their institution, but even among this group we see that 71% of them had 
awareness. 

Had you heard of the institution you enrolled at
through Clearing prior to Results Day?

Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

Yes
0

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Unsure
0

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

No
0

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Section 2: Awareness
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Section 2: Awareness

Friends were once again cited as the most common introduction to students’ destination providers and 
were most influential to the Direct Applicant, accounting for almost one in four of all referrals.

The next largest referrer overall was ‘Education sites’ at 17.2% and ‘School/College’ at 16.5%. 
However, when you look at the different profile groups, there are some interesting differences to note. 
For example, The Adjustment Student is far more likely to be introduced to their destination institution by 
a school or college than any other group, 23% in 2017 compared to the 17% overall average.

Coupled with the knowledge that students communicate with their friends on a daily basis using the 
platforms demonstrated  earlier  in  the  report,  this  provides  a  powerful  insight  into  the  channels  that  
marketers can utilise in order to reach not only targeted students, but also some of their key influencers.

Additionally,  this  finding  points  to  the  importance  of  clear  course  listings  on  UCAS  and  
directories and the need to ensure that relevant teachers, careers advisers and staff are considered in 
campaign planning.
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Where did you first hear about the institution?
Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

Friends/peers

Education site
(i.e. QS rank)

School/college

UCAS website

Search engine
(i.e. Google)

Parent/guardian/
carer

UCAS event

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

Live close by

The Student Room

Advert

Social media

Email

Family

Student Hut

Newspapers (print)

Newspapers 
(online/app)

Other

Section 2: Awareness
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Section 2: Initial Perceptions

This year we also asked students about their perception of brand, in order to 
gauge whether students were influenced by positive reputation. Most students 
had positive initial impressions of their Clearing choice, with the Adjustment 
Student the most likely to experience strong feelings of positivity. The Mind 
Changer was the least likely to feel positive about their choice. 

The prevalence of positive sentiments indicates that students feel empowered about the Clearing 
process and the options within it, rather than viewing it as a negative way to achieve a university place. 
This supports the idea that Clearing is increasingly a buyer’s market. It also highlights the increased 
importance of long-term, brand driven Clearing marketing strategies for providers to ensure that you 
are front of mind and viewed as a positive choice for students through Clearing. 

36%
45%

16%
3%

traditional student

Very positive
Positive
Neutral
Negative
Very negative

63%31%

6%

adjustment student

Very positive
Positive
Neutral
Negative
Very negative

How did you perceive your Clearing institution when you first heard of them?

direct applicant

Very positive
Positive
Neutral
Negative
Very negative

42%
13%

43%

2%

mind changer

Very positive
Positive
Neutral
Negative
Very negative

39%

12%

47%

1%

overall

Very positive
Positive
Neutral
Negative
Very negative

14%

42%

2%

42%

National Clearing Survey
annual report 2017

29



Section 2: Initial Perceptions

Students  were  asked  if  they  had  visited  their  Clearing  destination  prior  to  A-level  Results  Day.  
Just  36%  of  students  had  visited  their  Clearing  destination in  person. Across all of our profile groups, 
we found a decrease in the number who visited their destination institution prior to A-level Results Day.

Broken down by profile group, we see that institution visits have decreased by four percentiles (from 65% 
in 2016) by the Traditional Clearing Student, seven percentiles (from 54% in 2016) by The Adjustment 
Student, ten percentiles (from 58% in 2016) by The Direct Applicant and three percentiles (from 52% in 
2016) by The Mind Changer.     

This reinforces the findings in 2016 and identifies a long-term trend that primary research is moving 
away from the traditional open day visit to other means.

traditional student

Yes
No
Unsure

adjustment student

Yes
No
Unsure

direct applicant

Yes
No
Unsure

overall

Yes
No
Unsure

mind changer

Yes
No
Unsure

Did you visit the institution prior to Results Day?

34%
65%

1%

38%
61%

1% 2% 2% 2%
30%

68% 55% 43% 62%
36%

Did you visit the institution’s website prior to Results Day?

traditional student

Yes
No
Unsure

65%33%
2%

adjustment student

Yes
No
Unsure

77%
20%

3%

direct applicant

Yes
No
Unsure

68%30%
2% 2%

mind changer

Yes
No
Unsure

2%

24% 74%

overall

Yes
No
Unsure

29% 69%

2%
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Section 2: Initial Perceptions

The majority (69%) of Clearing students visited the HEI’s website prior to A-level Results Day, indicating 
that students’ primary research has moved away from the traditional open day visit, with a greater 
focus and resource being placed online. The most likely group to visit an institution’s website is the 
Adjustment Student (77%).

With online research becoming more prevalent, the challenge for Higher Education marketers is how to 
use online assets to generate content that engages the user and helps convey the university experience 
through the screen.
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Section 2: The Prospectus

Students were asked if they downloaded (or requested) a prospectus and if they 
had registered their details with the institution. 

Clearing students are slightly more likely to register their details online than download a prospectus. 
Students’ willingness to register with HIgher Education Institutions that interest them means that you 
should not shy away from asking for this data (in a GDPR compliant manner) and provide registration 
opportunities to register throughout your marketing touchpoints. This data would be valuable not only 
for nurturing interested students and identifying influencers, but also for building custom and lookalike 
audiences for advertising campaigns and beyond. 

Did you register your details with the institution?

Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

Yes
0

20%

40%

60%

Unsure
0

20%

40%

60%

No
0

20%

40%

60%

Did you download or request a prospectus?

Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

Yes
0

20%

40%

60%

No
0

20%

40%

60%

Unsure
0

20%

40%

60%
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Section 2: The Prospectus

This year we explored the motivations for not downloading a prospectus. The top reason cited was 
that the prospectus wasn’t deemed necessary because respondents were able to find the relevant 
information on the website. This reinforces the need for strong online content.

Why didn’t you download a prospectus?
Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

Found all the 
information I needed 

on the website

Didn’t want to 
download it

Friend/school/
parent had already 

sent it to me

Could not find one 
on the website

Other

0% 18% 35% 53% 70%
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Students were asked if they had conducted any research about Clearing prior to 
A Level Results Day (18/8/17), and if so, when they started their research.

Overall, 55% conducted some research prior to collecting their results, a decrease of 5% from 2016. 

There is a change in behaviour from 2016 to 2017, which sees research starting even earlier. The 
Traditional Student (19%) and the Adjustment Student (24%) begin their research before May, again 
reinforcing the need for strong brand presence and early Clearing information where possible.

This finding also highlights an opportunity to begin early data capture - especially if detailed Clearing 
information is not available far in advance of A-level Results Day -  with opportunities for direct marketing 
and re-marketing available as this information is confirmed.

This, combined with the insights above, can be used to determine both the timing and content of 
campaigns. Savvy marketers can position their institution as Clearing experts, providing information not 
only on their courses and entry requirements, but also the key processes and timeframes that students 
need to know in order to successfully and painlessly navigate Clearing.  (Please see following for a 
breakdown of information by Clearing profile).

Did you conduct any research about Clearing prior to A-level Results Day?

Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

Yes
0

20%

40%

60%

No
0

20%

40%

60%

Unsure
0

20%

40%

60%

Section 2: Research
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Section 2: Research

when did you start researching?
Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

Prior to the exam 
period (pre May 17)

During the exam period 
(May-June 17)

Straight after 
exams

Throughout July

Week before 
Results Day 

(20/08-16/08)

0% 10% 20% 30%

Post Results Day
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The 55% of students who stated that they carried out research prior to A-level 
Results Day were then surveyed on the type of information that they specifically 
looked for during their research. Students could select more than one option in 
the survey. Overall, ‘How the Clearing process works’ at 63% (down from 65% 
in 2016) and ‘When Clearing opens’ 49% (down from 51% in 2016) were the two 
most popular search terms overall. 

However, when we break this down by profile group, we see some interesting differences and search 
behaviours which can help shape your long-term content strategy.

The Traditional Clearing Student, in line with the overall findings, searches for ‘How the Clearing 
process works’ (62%, down from 66% in 2016) and ‘When Clearing opens’ (49%, down from 51% in 
2016). 

The Adjustment Student searched for ‘How the Clearing process works’ (71%, up from 62% in 2016) 
whilst the second most popular search was ‘Courses with higher entry grades’ at 47% (up from 36% 
in 2016).

Section 2: Search History

what information did you look for prior to Results Day?

Overall
How the Clearing process works

When Clearing opens
Courses with lower entry grades

Alternative courses on offer
Alternative universities offering course choice

Institutions with lower entry grades
Institutions closer to your home location

Institutions in a different location
Courses with higher entry grades

Institutions with higher entry grades
Other 

63%
49%

39%
35%
35%

33%
21%

14%
6%
6%

2%

The Traditional Clearing Student
How the Clearing process works

When Clearing opens
Courses with lower entry grades

Alternative courses on offer
Alternative universities offering your original course choice

Institutitons with lower entry grades
Institutitons closer to your home location

Institutions in a different location
Courses with higher entry grades

Institutions with higher entry grades
Other 

62%
49%

55%
37%
39%

50%
14%

11%
2%
3%

1%
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Section 2: Search History

The Traditional Clearing Student
How the Clearing process works

When Clearing opens
Courses with lower entry grades

Alternative courses on offer
Alternative universities offering your original course choice

Institutitons with lower entry grades
Institutitons closer to your home location

Institutions in a different location
Courses with higher entry grades

Institutions with higher entry grades
Other 

62%
49%

55%
37%
39%

50%
14%

11%
2%
3%

1%

The Adjustment Student
How the Clearing process works

When Clearing opens
Courses with lower entry grades

Alternative courses on offer
Alternative universities offering your original course choice

Institutions with lower entry grades
Institutions closer to your home location

Institutions in a different location
Courses with higher entry grades

Institutions with higher entry grades
Other

71%
45%

28%
41%

28%

26%
17%

17%
47%

31%
2%

The Traditional Clearing Student
How the Clearing process works

When Clearing opens
Courses with lower entry grades

Alternative courses on offer
Alternative universities offering your original course choice

Institutitons with lower entry grades
Institutitons closer to your home location

Institutions in a different location
Courses with higher entry grades

Institutions with higher entry grades
Other 

62%
49%

55%
37%
39%

50%
14%

11%
2%
3%

1%

The Direct Applicant
How the Clearing process works

When Clearing opens
Courses with lower entry grades

Alternative courses on offer
Alternative universities offering your original course choice

Institutions with lower entry grades
Institutions closer to your home location

Institutions in a different location
Courses with higher entry grades

Institutions with higher entry grades
Other

62%
50%

25%
23%

28%
16%

25%
12%

5%
7%

4%

The Traditional Clearing Student
How the Clearing process works

When Clearing opens
Courses with lower entry grades

Alternative courses on offer
Alternative universities offering your original course choice

Institutitons with lower entry grades
Institutitons closer to your home location

Institutions in a different location
Courses with higher entry grades

Institutions with higher entry grades
Other 

62%
49%

55%
37%
39%

50%
14%

11%
2%
3%

1%

The Mind Changer
How the Clearing process works

When Clearing opens
Courses with lower entry grades

Alternative courses on offer
Alternative universities offering your original course choice

Institutions with lower entry grades
Institutions closer to your home location

Institutions in a different location
Courses with higher entry grades

Institutions with higher entry grades
Other

63%
49%

24%
42%

34%
21%

29%
20%

9%
7%

1%

Direct Applicants most commonly searched for ‘How the Clearing process works’ (62%, down from 
71% in 2016) and ‘When Clearing opens’ (50%, down from 57% in 2016). However, while these 
terms saw a reduction in use, there was growth in other areas, most notably ‘Courses with lower entry 
grades’ (25%, up from 14% in 2016) ‘Alternative universities offering my original choice’ (28%) was 
also a popular term amongst this group.

The Mind Changer was broadly reflective of the findings in 2016, with each search term only changing 
by a couple of percentiles. 

National Clearing Survey
annual report 2017

37



Just over half of students (51%) were undecided about which institution they wanted to apply to prior 
to A-level Results Day. 

The Adjustment Student was the most likely to know where they were going to 
apply (55%), which is a similar figure to the Mind Changer (52%) and the Direct 
Applicant (50%). Only 38% of the Traditional Clearing Students knew where 
they were going to apply prior to A-level Results Day. 

The Adjustment Student is more prepared, and more likely to know where they wanted to go, while 
the Traditional Student was the least likely. We can speculate that this perhaps reflects the circum-
stances of each of these groups; the Adjustment Student, who has achieved higher grades, may have 
considered a different institution in their initial research but had either not achieved an offer, based on 
their predicted grades, or felt that the grade boundaries were too high for them to achieve so may 
not have applied there at all. The Traditional Student, conversely, has under-achieved on their results 
and may have been taken by surprise by this and therefore not made any decisions about alternative 
places, or may not be made an offer at any of their preferred alternatives due to their grades.

had you already decided which institution(s) to apply to prior to Results Day?

Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

Yes
0

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

No
0

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

Unsure
0

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60% 60% 60%

Section 2: Research

National Clearing Survey
annual report 2017

38



Student and institution activity 
during and after Results Day

section 3.



This section focuses on the processes students went through once they had received 
their results and up to, but not inclusive of, when they secured their place. 

This section presents ways in which Higher Education Institutions can maximise their opportunity to 
affect the decision-making process of Clearing students during this vital stage and therefore increase 
conversion of Clearing enquiries and applications to enrolments.

It includes insight into:

 When students received their results

How long after they received their results students 
started looking for a Clearing place

The first place that students searched when looking 
for a place through Clearing

 Other places that students searched during Clearing

 UCAS services accessed by students

Devices students used when searching for a Clearing 
place

 Why students have chosen to return to education

Section 3
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Section 3: Key Findings

1
By 10am on the 17/8/2016, 72% of respondents had received their results and were active 
in the Clearing process. 

Overall, students are most likely to visit UCAS (42% in 2017, down from 51% in 2016) first 
when searching for a Clearing place. However, we do see variation across the profiles. 
The Direct Applicant is just as likely to go straight to an institution’s website as UCAS (31% for 
both). Providers should put in place strong SEO and paid campaigns to ensure they appear 
in relevant searches during this period. 2
Less than 1% of students used print newspapers first when searching for a Clearing place 
and only another additional 1% used them as a further source of information. Although at first 
glance, this seems to show that print advertising is not worth the investment, there are benefits 
associated with print that cannot be measured through direct return on investment, for example, 
prestige, market positioning or even brand awareness with parents, who are key influencers. 3
When broken down into profiles, all groups aside from Adjustment Students had an overall 
preference for using desktop as their primary search device. Almost two-thirds (61%) of students 
used mobiles on their own, or in conjunction with other devices when searching, a decrease 
from last year. Used in isolation, mobile accounted for 20% of searches, which is an increase 
of 3% from last year.  Make sure you have dedicated tactics for mobile search and a cross-
device strategy to reflect the modern search behaviour of a Clearing student.4
This year we looked at advertising in order to identify any messaging which resonated with 
students during campaigns. We discovered that students were unlikely to remember any 
taglines from advertising, but for those that did there was significant recall of brand. 5
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When did you receive your results?

The Traditional Clearing Student
Results Day two years ago (2015)

Results Day last year (2016)
Results Day: before 08:00

Results Day: 08-09.59
Results Day: 10:00-11:59
Results Day: 12:00-13:59
Results Day : After 14:00

Day after Results Day
Other

52%

2%
2%

2%
2%
3%

0

21%

16%

The Adjustment Student
Results Day two years ago (2015)

Results Day last year (2016)
Results Day: before 08:00

Results Day: 08-09.59
Results Day: 10:00-11:59
Results Day: 12:00-13:59
Results Day : After 14:00

Day after Results Day
Other

51%

2%
2%

2%
5%

4%
6%

15%

13%

The Direct Applicant
Results Day two years ago (2015)

Results Day last year (2016)
Results Day: before 08:00

Results Day: 08-09.59
Results Day: 10:00-11:59
Results Day: 12:00-13:59
Results Day : After 14:00

Day after Results Day
Other

24%
12%

9%

5%
12%

2%
3%

13%
21%

The Mind Changer
Results Day two years ago (2015)

Results Day last year (2016)
Results Day: before 08:00

Results Day: 08-09.59
Results Day: 10:00-11:59
Results Day: 12:00-13:59
Results Day : After 14:00

Day after Results Day
Other

41%

7%
11%
13%

11%
2%
2%

1%
10%

Section 3: Results Day
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This year, 72% of students had received their results by 10am on A-level Results 
Day (inclusive of Direct Applicants and BTEC and IB students), which is a slight 
decrease on 75% in 2016.

The Traditional Clearing Student was the quickest to collect their results, 74% having done so before 
10am. The Adjustment Student in 2017, was more likely to collect their results before 10am (51%) 
compared to in 2016 (42%).

The Direct Applicant was also collecting their results earlier than in the previous year, 30% before 
10am (rising to 66% when you include 2016 and 2015), compared to 14% before 10am on the day 
and rising to 38% when you include back to 2015.

Within the first hour of receiving their results, 48% of students started searching for a Clearing place.

This number rises to 63% in the first two hours. An increase of two percentiles on 2016.

The Traditional Clearing Student started the quickest, with 79% searching in the first two hours. This 
matches the trend from the previous question, where this group were statistically likely to be the earliest 
to collect their results, with three quarters (77%) having them before 10am on A-level Results Day.

Despite the Direct Applicant being more likely to have their results in advance of A-level Results Day, 
they are not so quick to be searching as the other groups. This perhaps reflects that Clearing is a 
slightly different process for this group.

How long after receiving your results did you start looking for a Clearing place?

Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer

0

15%

30%

45%

60%

<1 hour 1-2 hours 2-3 hours 3-4 hours 4-5 hours 5+ hours

Section 3: Results Day
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We asked our respondents when they contacted the first institution. Just over 
half (54%) of students contacted institutions before midday on A-level Results 
Day, with the same amount securing their place at this time. The Direct Applicant 
again showed the most difference, contacting institutions much later than the 
other groups. 

53% of students secure their place on Results Day, leaving 47% to secure their place afterwards. The 
Traditional Student is more likely to secure their place on Results Days compared to the other groups, 
while the Direct Applicant is least likely. Again, this reinforces the different journey that Direct Applicants 
are on compared to the other groups.

When did you contact the first institution?

0

5%

10%

15%

35%

Results Day: 
08:00-09:59

Results Day: 
10:00-11:59

Results Day: 
12:00-13:59

Results Day: 
After 2pm

Week after 
Results Day

Results Day: 
Before 8am

Day after 
Results Day

Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

30%

25%

20%

When did you secure your Clearing place?

Results Day: 
10-12midday

Results Day: 
12-4pm

Results Day: 
after 4pm

Day after 
Results Day

After
25/08

Results Day: 
Before 10am

Between 
19/08-25/08

Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

0

5%

10%

15%

35%

30%

25%

20%

Section 3: Timing
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Cl
ea

rin
g week

before

during
july

after
exams

during
exams

pre-
exams

3%

13%

14%

11%

5%

15%

16%

12%

4% people 
called

24% people 
called

25% people 
called

14% people 
called

33% people 
called

4%

6%

11%

13%

14% people 
called

14% people 
called

9% people 
called

9% people 
called

55% people 
called

6%

8%

13%

17%

10% people 
called

21% people 
called

21% people 
called

10% people 
called

39% people 
called

research period

OCT

JUL

JUN

MAY

APR

JAN

FEB

MAR

UCAS 
DEADLINE

A-LEVEL 
EXAMS

BTEC 
RESULTS

IB RESULTS

A-LEVEL 
RESULTS

CLEARING 
CLOSES

PREVIOUS 
YEARS

4% people 
called

8AM

31% people 
called

10AM

31% people 
called

12PM

13% people 
called

2PM

20% people 
called

2PM+

16% 9% 9% 10%

Traditional 
Clearing 
Student

Adjustment 
Student

Direct 
Applicant

Mind 
Changer



Under half of respondents overall (42%) first visited UCAS after receiving their 
results (down from 51% in 2016) followed by institution’s website at 28% (up 
from 24% in 2016) and Education Directory Sites at 14%. 

Where was the first place you searched for a
Clearing place after receiving your results?

The Traditional 
Clearing Student

50% 22% 14%

The Adjustment 
Student

39% 33% 20%

The Direct 
Applicant

31% 31% 16%

The Mind Changer

40% 34% 13%

Section 3: Search Platforms

UCAS Institution’s 
Website

Education
Directory
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UCAS was the favourite primary destination for all profiles, but it was most popular with the Traditional 
Clearing Student (50%). The Traditional Clearing student was also least likely to visit institutional 
websites first. This highlights the importance of detailed and accurate UCAS listings for HEIs recruiting 
Traditional Clearing Students.

Students were then asked where else they looked for a Clearing place after receiving their results. 
UCAS remained the most popular destination, and 30% of students use search engines. Only 1% of 
students went to print news.

0% 10% 20% 30% 50%40%

What other platforms did you use to search for a
Clearing place after you had received your results?

Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

UCAS

Institution’s website

Search engine
(i.e. Google)

Education site
(i.e. What Uni etc)

Newspaper - 
online/app

Social media

Forum

Newspaper - print

Other

Section 3: Search Platforms
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This year we included questions which looked into advertising messages in 
order to identify whether tag lines or slogans stayed with respondents after the 
campaigns had ended. We discovered that students were unlikely to remember 
any particular tagline from advertising. However, the Direct Applicant is 
marginally better at recall.

This word cloud shows the words and phrases that received the highest recall amongst respondents:

traditional student

Yes
No

adjustment student

Yes
No

direct applicant

Yes
No

overall

Yes
No

mind changer

Yes
No

Can you remember a tagline/slogan from any
advertising you saw from your Clearing university?

(Advertising could be on any platform such as Facebook, LinkedIn, newspapers, Google Search)

96%

4%

97%

3% 6% 5% 5%

94% 95% 95%

Section 3: Advertising
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Almost two-thirds (60%) of students used mobiles when searching, a slight 
decrease from last year. Used in isolation, mobile accounted for 20% of    
searches, which is an increase of 3% from 2016.

When looking into device use, desktops were the most commonly used device, with 75% of students 
using them. In 2017, we see slightly lower cross-device use. Tablet use decreased from 14% to 12% 
across all demographics.

Despite the reduction in use of mobile and tablet, it remains important to ensure that all Clearing 
marketing materials are as easily accessible via mobile devices as desktop. This ensures that 
prospective Clearing enquirers and applicants can find all the information they need, and contact 
a HEI, whatever device they happen to be using. HEIs who do not optimise campaigns across all 
device types risk losing a Clearing student who cannot access what they need when they need it, 
particularly if competitor HEIs have done this successfully.

Make sure you have dedicated tactics for mobile search and a cross-device 
content and SEO strategy to reflect the modern search behaviour of a Clearing 
student. 

device useage

2017
mobile

tablet desktop

20%

36%2%

6%
32%2%

1%

2016
mobile

tablet desktop

17%

33%1%

8%
35%3%

2%

Section 3: Device Useage
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This year we looked at the reasons that students re-enter education after two 
years. Reasons related to career were most prominent here, with “Career 
change” as the most commonly cited motivation, and “Improve employment 
prospects” being the third most popular reason.

The second strongest reason for reapplying was to “Change their course or university”, an action that 
can be taken for multiple reasons, including improved career prospects.

If You received your further education results over two years ago, please could 
you briefly explain why you have decided to come back into education?

Section 3: Reasons for Re-entering Education

Career change
change of

course/university

improve employment prospects

continue my education

career progression

had to take time out 
for personal reasons

required for
chosen career improved circumstances

acheive a degree

improve 
knowledge

had a gap year

improve quality of life

right
time

always planned to

needed time to discover what i wanted to do
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How students secured a place

section 4.



In this section we will look at the factors surrounding how and why students 
secured their place with their Clearing institution. 

We look specifically at:

How many institutions students contacted before 
securing a place

 How many offers students received before making a 
decision

 Whether students enrolled at the first institution they 
contacted after receiving their results

Whether students phoned the institution during their 
Clearing process and what their customer experience 
was like on this call

Whether the Clearing place offered a foundation year

The important factors for students when securing a 
Clearing place

Section 4
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1
59% of students contacted more than one institution during Clearing. Data capture,                                 
re-marketing and opt-ins should form part of your conversion strategy ahead of A-level Results 
Day in order to stay competitive during the student’s decision-making period. 

41% of students elect to enrol at an institution that wasn’t the first one they called, an increase 
of 3% on 2016. This highlights that students can be persuaded to attend an HEI that may 
not have been their first choice through Clearing. Inbound enquiries should be traced and 
followed up quickly, given that the majority of students have secured their place within the first 
two hours of receiving their results.2
Conversely, 55% of students go on to enrol at the first institution that they call, meaning that 
an engaging, action driven campaign and consistent messaging throughout the Clearing 
period offers a good chance of converting applicants through to enrolment. However, this 
is down 7 percentiles from 2016, further highlighting the increasing consumerist behaviour of 
Clearing students, who are willing to see what another institution can offer them before feeling 
pressured to secure a place. 3
The most popular method for confirming a place in Clearing was via phone call, followed by 
UCAS and email. 33% of students would like to confirm their place via live chat, compared to 
10% who actually did so. With Clearing being more competitive than ever before, providers 
can give themselves the edge and increase conversions by providing this service. Track your 
ROI through effective goal setting and tracking in Google Analytics.4
Staff who answered calls on Clearing hotlines were very knowledgeable about course 
requirements (rating 8.4 out of 10), but scored much lower on other factors such as the fit of 
a course or institution for a student. This reflects the 2016 findings and, again, presents an 
opportunity for HEIs to gain competitive advantage through training call centre staff on a 
broader range of information required by prospective students. 5
The Traditional Clearing Student is contacting on average 3.7 institutions during Clearing, 
(compared to 3.39 in 2016), with only 40% taking the first offer they received (down from 
43% in 2016).6

Section 4: Key Findings
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Overall, 59% of students contact more than one institution, with 41% contacting 
just one. The average per profile can be broken down by:

The Traditional Clearing Student contacted on average 3.7 institutions

The Adjustment Student contacted on average 2.2 institutions

The Direct Applicant contacted on average 2.1 institutions 

The Mind Changer contacted on average 2.2  institutions

Traditional Students contacted, on average, far more institutions that the other profiles while the 
Adjustment Student was most likely to contact one institution. 

Although 78% of Traditional Students contacted more than one institution, only 60% of them received 
more than one offer. The Traditional Students may be contacting more institutions as they are less likely 
to be made an offer by each HEI that they contact.

The majority of students (55%) went to the institution that they first called. The Traditional Clearing 
Student is the outlier here with only 40% taking their place at the first institution they contacted.

How many institutions did you contact during Clearing?

Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

32
0

20%

40%

60%

80%

6+51 4

Section 4: University Offers
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How many offers did you receive before making your decision?

Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

32
0

20%

40%

60%

80%

6+51 4

Was the institution you enrolled with the first one you contacted?
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20%
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Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall
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did you contact any of your original ucas choices?

Section 4: University Offers

This year, we also asked our respondents about which of their UCAS choices they contacted in order to 
understand the importance that each profile attached to their UCAS choices. Respondents were three 
times as likely to contact their firm choice than their fifth choice. Of the profiles, we observe that the 
Traditional Student was most likely to contact both their firm choice and their fifth choice, showing the 
greatest range. It is likely that the Traditional Clearing Student still wishes to attend their firm or insurance 
choice institution, but is unable to due to not achieving their grades. This then results in them needing 
to contact additional institutions to secure a place, which also helps explain why they contacted more 
HEIs than the other groups.
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This year, overall, 42% of students changed their original UCAS choice, up seven percentiles since 
2016. The Mind Changer was the most likely to change their subject in 2017. We can hypothesise 
that this is because they prioritise non-academic factors, such as the location of the HEI, so they may 
be more likely to compromise their subject. 

There is no chart for Direct Applicants below as they are applying for the first time through Clearing. 

14% of respondents indicated they would be doing a Foundation year before their honours degree 
studies began. 

The Foundation year was least prevalent with the Adjustment Students (6%), whilst the Direct Applicant 
was most likely to do a Foundation (20%), perhaps because they are often returning to education after 
a break.

traditional student

Yes
No

adjustment student

Yes
No

direct applicant

Yes
No

overall

Yes
No

mind changer

Yes
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Does your course include a foundation year?
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10%
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which format would you prefer to use to secure your Clearing place?

Students were asked how they actually secured their place and how they would 
have preferred to secure their Clearing place. Continuing 2016 trends, we      
observe that  a  phone  call  is  still  the  most  commonly  preferred  method, 
with 68% preferring to use the phone. This is also the most preferred way for 
institutions to confirm places - our respondents indicated that   91%  of  Clearing  
students  secured  their  place  in  this  way.  However, the results did show that 
students may rather use email, live chat or face-to-face communications to secure 
their Clearing place, options that are not as apparently widespread. 

The 2017 survey found a big change in the way that students would like to secure their place in 
Clearing. ‘Live Chat’ is favoured by 33% of students, but only 10% actually secured their place (this 
option did not appear in the 2016 survey). 

The Traditional Clearing Student
Over the phone

Email

UCAS

University website (i.e. live chat)

Face-to-face

Social media

Other

95%
70%

35%
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25%
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21%
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1%
1%
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Preferred method
Actual method

Overall
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Other
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1%
1%

Preferred method
Actual method

Section 4: Securing a Clearing Space

National Clearing Survey
annual report 2017

58



The Adjustment Student
Over the phone
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University website (i.e. live chat)

Face-to-face
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Other
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The Direct Applicant
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33% of Clearing students would like to secure their place via a Live Chat service 
versus 10% who actually did. 
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In 2016, just 0.3% of respondents wanted to secure their place through social media. In 2017, this has 
increased to 9%. In addition to its widespread usage as a social media, communication and research 
tool, it appears that a significant portion of the Clearing student audience is now willing to accept it as 
a tool with which to secure their university place. 

These findings offer a really interesting insight into the rapidly evolving behaviours of Clearing students 
and how they view the online media they consume. Institutions who incorporate more flexible ways of 
confirming offers, and are early adopters for live chat and direct messenger functions, can capitalise on 
this. For marketers, in-platform messaging and advertising options can increase your brand’s visibility 
and drive conversions on A-level Results Day.
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The National Clearing Survey asked students to rate various factors in relation 
to the member of staff’s knowledge during a telephone call, on a scale of 1-10, 
where 10 is fully informed. 

Students rated staff who answered Clearing calls as knowledgeable about course requirements. 
However, they scored much lower on career options, course content, places available, accommodation, 
and understanding of the student’s needs (i.e. helping the enquirer to understand whether the course or 
institution was the right fit for them).

This is perhaps an indicator that institutions still place a greater weight on what they require from the 
exchange - confirmation that students have the minimum entry requirements - than what the applicant 
values from the process. Therefore, there are opportunities here for HEIs to become more student-
orientated during Clearing and ultimately gain competitive advantage over competitors.

5 6 7 8 9

How do you rate staff’s knowledge on various factors?
Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

Course requirements
(i.e. UCAS points required)

Places available

Understanding of your needs
(i.e. is the course right)

Accommodation availability

 Course content
(i.e. modules within course)

Possible career options
from this course
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Section 4: Clearing Experience

This year, we asked respondents to rate their overall experience with their Clearing destination during 
the Clearing period. The majority of students had either an excellent or good experience. However, 
3% of students (who still enrolled on the course) felt that they had either a poor or unsatisfactory 
experience. Direct Applicants were the most likely to have an excellent experience, while negative 
experiences were pretty evenly distributed across the board. 

While experiences were overall positive, there are opportunities for the majority of HEIs to improve the 
experience they offer - such as improving interactions with call handlers as detailed on the previous 
page - to aim for excellence and gain competitive advantage.
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Section 4: Reason for Choosing Clearing Institution

Location
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what was the main reason you chose to study at your Clearing institution?
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Students were asked what the main reason was for choosing their Clearing 
destination. For all of our groups, apart from The Traditional Student, ‘close to 
home’ was the main reason that Clearing students chose to study at their destination 
institution. For providers who are targeting these groups in their advertising, they 
can use this insight to shape their messaging and use geo-targeting tactics for 
advertising campaigns.
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Overall, the course subject was the most important factor in determining which offer was selected, 
rating on average 8.7 out of 10 across the profile groups. The next most important ranking factors 
were ‘Career prospects’ (7.9) and ‘Facilities’ (7.6). Despite the rising costs of higher education, tuition 
costs and funding ranked as the lowest factors, perhaps because these do not serve as differentiators 
across institutions. 

‘Institution ranking’ was the third most important factor for the Adjustment Student, whilst relatively 
unimportant to the other Clearing profiles. This may reflect the Adjustment Student’s aim to ‘cash in’ on 
their higher-than-expected grades by selecting an institution with a strong ranking.

With so much statistical evidence that ‘Course Subject’ is important to a student’s final Clearing decision, 
it is vital that marketers remember that their campaigns and messaging should retain granular, subject-
level advertising (as well as a long-term content approach), as a vital part of their strategies, alongside 
branding campaigns and generic Clearing campaigns. 

4 5 6 7 98

which were the most important factors in securing your Clearing place?
Traditional Student
Adjustment Student
Direct Applicant
Mind Changer
Overall

Subject

Career prospects

Institution facilities

Institution location

Institution ranking

Course ranking

Lecturers

Accomodation 
availability

Funding available

Tuition costs
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Conclusion

section 5.



This is the third, and most insightful, edition of the annual National Clearing 
Survey, providing year on year benchmarks and trends and quality second 
party data for national context. The content of this report arms Higher Education 
marketers with the data, trends and insights they need to successfully fill their 
Clearing places. It enables them to clearly segment audience profiles for their 
institution and create  a  cross-channel, cross-platform  marketing  strategy  that  
addresses  the  needs of their prospective students.

Clearing has traditionally been seen as a route into university for students who have not achieved the 
grades they needed, but, increases in Clearing acceptances this year came from direct acceptances, 
which according to the UCAS end of cycle report, increased by 14% from 2016 (equating to 2,100 
more direct acceptances). The National Clearing Survey responses reflect this change with our own 
findings at 9%, indicating that the methodology and findings are in line with those of UCAS.

Don’t miss out on the opportunity to grow and focus on a long-term content-led strategy that is targeted 
at the Direct Applicant group, and using the insights contained within this report, address the unique 
concerns, barriers and influencing factors for this group, armed with the knowledge of which platforms 
and devices they are using and when.

Armed with the findings within this report, marketers can shape their strategies and messaging towards 
these Direct Applicants and would be well-advised to ensure that their call handling team are well-
briefed and application process and supporting information are developed to meet the needs of these 
applicants.

Institutional research has been starting earlier and earlier each year since the National Clearing 
Survey was launched. In 2017, 20% of students began their research before exams ended in May. On 
A-level Results Day itself, 72% of students had collected their results by 10am and many had begun 
conducting their search for a Clearing place within the first two hours of their receiving their results.  
Early planning and execution is therefore vital for HEIs, with cut-through creative and brand awareness 
campaigns forming an integral part of any effective strategy.

One common theme from our previous reports has been the growth of mobile as a research device 
and the need for institutions to have optimised websites which can offer a seamless, mobile-friendly 
digital journey. In 2017, 60% of students used a mobile device during their Clearing searches, whilst 
mobile-only accounted for 20% of all searches, an increase of 3% on 2016.

Make sure you have a mobile-first approach in terms of your website design, responsiveness and ease-
of-data capture. Ensure that your Clearing creative is optimised and designed for mobile platforms and 
utilise the innovative options on platforms such as Instagram, Snapchat, Facebook and YouTube that 
work best when displayed on mobile. Having mobile specific ad tactics ensure that your brand will 
have the edge throughout the Clearing period, driving more awareness, actions, applications and 
ultimately, enrolments.
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National Clearing Survey
annual report 2017

66



Students continue to use a huge variety of social media, Snapchat is being used on a daily basis 
by 71% of respondents (up from 65% in 2016) whilst Instagram is used by 68% (up from 59%) and 
YouTube at 66% (up from 59%). Facebook remains a popular platform but has fallen by 6% from 66% 
in 2016 to 60% in 2017. As digital behaviours are changing, and Clearing students are adopting and 
diversifying the platforms that they are using on a daily basis, it becomes more important now than ever 
before to put your brand across all platforms. 

Whilst we have presented the national findings, note that when we drilled down to specific institutions, 
we did find quite varied results. This highlights the importance of understanding your own Clearing 
students and benchmarking them against the national average. Conduct a Google Analytics audit to 
understand where your social traffic comes from. Use a social media benchmarking tool, like Edurank, 
and deep-dive on what content is working well, what your competitors are doing and where the white 
spaces are so that you can post content at a time your audience is on the platform. 

Given that Clearing is a competitive time for Higher Education Institutions and will become increasingly 
so, HEIs need to ensure they meet the needs of students through their promotion, processes and people. 
The 2017 survey found a big change in the way that students would like to secure their place in 
Clearing. ‘Live Chat’ is favoured by 33% of students, but only 10% actually secured their place via this 
method (this option did not appear in the 2016 survey). 

In 2016, just 0.3% of respondents wanted to secure their place through social media. In 2017, this has 
increased to 9%. In addition to its widespread usage as a social, communication and research tool, 
it appears that a significant portion of the Clearing student audience is now willing to accept social 
media as a tool with which to secure their university place.

These findings offer a really interesting insight into the rapidly evolving behaviours of Clearing students 
and how they view the online media they consume. Institutions who incorporate more flexible ways of 
confirming offers, and are early adopters for live chat and direct messenger functions, can capitalise on 
this. For marketers, in-platform messaging and advertising options can increase your brand’s visibility 
and drive conversions on A-level Results Day.

Friends were once again cited as the most common introduction to students destination providers and 
they were especially influential to the Direct Applicant, accounting for almost one in 4 of all referrals. In 
addition,  Clearing students are diversifying which platforms they use on a daily basis to communicate 
with friends. Make sure your marketing and influencer plans and tactics have a cross-platform strategy 
incorporated. Look at which platforms are showing quick growth (such as Snapchat) and look at which 
audience you are targeting. This will help you choose how to prioritise your resources. The findings all 
point to the importance of your brand being across all platforms. Use your own data to set up look-
a-like and custom audiences on Facebook to target potential students. Understand who your micro-
influencers are, and work with them to create an authentic brand engagement that will introduce you 
to a new audience.
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Students are using the Clearing process to their advantage and Higher Education Institutions need to 
adapt their strategies if they are to attract students and maximise conversion to enrolments during this 
period.

The Traditional Clearing Student is contacting on average 3.7 institutions during Clearing, (compared 
to 3.39 in 2016), with only 40% taking the first offer they received (down from 43% in 2016). 

With the largest group in our survey researching more institutions, and less likely to take their first offer, 
it’s more important than ever before that institutions close on the day. Introduce tactics like Call Tracking, 
so that you can tell which channels make your phone ring so you can optimise student traffic through 
that channel. Utilise the information in the report to understand how those who answer your calls can 
better meet the requirements of the Clearing student and increase conversion.

To reflect the changing attitudes, methods and changes in technology, the National Clearing Survey 
will be updated and repeated in 2018.
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Take Part in The National Clearing Survey 2018

To reflect the changing attitudes, methods and technology, the National Clearing Survey will be 
updated and repeated in 2018. The Insight Division at Natives Global Consulting are registering 
institutions who wish to take part and collaborate in the National Clearing Survey 2018. There are a 
number of benefits to your institution if you choose to participate: 

www.nationalclearingsurvey.com/take-part

register to take part in the 
national clearing survey 2018
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You’ll receive a survey branded to your institution to share with 
your 2018 Clearing students.

Be the first to receive a copy of the full report before non-
participating institutions.

You’ll have access to your institutions’ raw data which will allow 
you to benchmark the actions of your Clearing students with the 
average findings.

Your students who take part will automatically be entered into 
a prize draw to win a Macbook Pro to help with their ongoing 
studies.

You get to make the life of a Clearing student easier!

http://www.nationalclearingsurvey.com/take-part


About Natives Global Consulting

Natives Global Consulting is the leading audience insights and conversion 
strategies consultancy, specialising in student and education global recruitment 
and marketing. We help you understand your data and make better decisions.  

Natives Global Consulting’s Insights and Research team, the people who carried out the National 
Clearing Survey, are the brains behind Edurank, the worlds only digital benchmarking tool for the 
education sector.

The team also work on a number of national research projects with partners in the HE sector, as well 
as client-specific projects and major government initiatives that have shaped international recruitment 
strategies. 

Natives Global Consulting is now in the process of planning The National Clearing Survey 2018 and 
will be announcing other research initiatives imminently.

Contact us

www.nativesgc.com
+44 (0) 1273 922 358

hello@nativesgc.com

National Clearing Survey
annual report 2017

70

http://www.nativesgc.com
mailto:hello%40nativesgc.com?subject=Re%3A%20The%20National%20Clearing%20Survey%202017


BRIGHTON

Lees House
Dyke Road
Brighton
BN1 3FE

UK

PORTSMOUTH

Unit 4 Boyd, 
2nd Floor,

The Admirals
Gunwarf Quays

Portsmouth
PO1 3AG

UK

LONDON

The Angel Building 
2 Angel Square

London
EC1V 1NY

UK

NEW YORK

Suite 1122
1133 Broadway

10010
NY, New York

USA

CHANGSHA

Wanjiali North Rd 
No.699

Hengda Yayuan 
Building 5

Kaifu District
Changsha, Hunan

China

We belong to

www.nationalclearingsurvey.com

http://www.nationalclearingsurvey.com

