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Executive Summary 
HECSU was commissioned by the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (DBIS) to 
undertake an analysis of factors associated with dropout from higher education (HE) using 
data from the Futuretrack study. Futuretrack is a longitudinal four-stage study of all people 
who applied in 2005/06 via UCAS to enter full time higher education in the UK during the 
autumn of 2006. Data has been collected at four stages, the first as prospective students 
made applications to higher education in 2006, the second approximately eighteen months 
later, a third in 2009 / 2010 as most were approaching their final examinations and the fourth 
in 2012 between eighteen and thirty months post-graduation, when most of the study cohort 
had either entered the labour market or were undertaking postgraduate study or training.  

Factors Associated with Dropout from HE 

Previous research studies have shown that a range of demographic and socioeconomic 
characteristics are associated with drop out from HE.  The results of this study also found 
that multiple factors were associated with the probability of leaving HE during the first year of 
study:  

 Students with parents who worked in either routine or semi-routine occupations were 
more likely to have dropped out than those with parents who worked in professional 
and managerial occupations.  

 Students with parents who had not been to university were more likely to have 
dropped out than those with parents who had a university education. 

 Students who had lower levels of educational achievement on entry to university were 
more likely to have dropped out than those with higher levels of achievement. 
Students with a tariff score of less than 240 points were approximately twice as likely 
to have dropped out in comparison to students with a tariff score of 360 points or 
higher. 

 Students who were older when they entered HE were more likely to have dropped 
out. The relationship between dropout and age was, however, attenuated slightly for 
the oldest age group (26 years and older).    

 The dropout rate varied across different subjects. The highest rates of dropout were 
found for students who had studied either mass communication and documentation, 
creative arts & design or education while the lowest rates of dropout were found for 
students who had studied medicine and dentistry.  

 Students from the North East, North West, Wales and Northern Ireland had the 
highest rates of drop out while those from Eastern England, the South East, South 
West and London had the lowest rates of drop out.  

 Students who were at institutions with the highest entry requirements had a lower rate 
of drop out in comparison to those at institutions with lower entry requirements. 
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Reasons for Dropping out 

 Reasons for drop out were for the most part not a response to the cost of HE, 
although around a fifth of students who dropped out mentioned this as one of the 
reasons.  The most common reasons given by students for dropout were either 
‘personal’ or that they were unsure what they wanted to do.  Around a fifth of students 
who entered HE said they had dropped out because they decided they didn’t want to 
go to university.  

 Reasons for non-entry to HE were, however, somewhat different.  More than a third of 
respondents who had not entered HE mentioned ‘costs’ or not wanting to ‘incur debt’ 
whilst just over a quarter mentioned that they didn’t know what they wanted to do or 
didn’t want to go to university. 

 

Dropout and Sources of Advice Used in Applying to HE 

 The study was interested in any evidence for the mechanisms through which factors, 
such as the respondent’s family background, might have influenced dropout from HE. 
In particular, the study examined the relationship between dropout and both the 
number of sources of advice used by the respondent in applying to HE and the 
respondent’s ratings of the degree to which they had found different sources of career 
advice helpful. The results showed that both factors were associated with dropout 
from HE with those respondents who were least satisfied with career guidance and 
those who had used the lowest number of sources of advice in applying to HE being 
more likely to have dropped out than remaining respondents.  

 

Labour Market Outcomes of HE Dropouts  

Previous Futuretrack reports have not examined separately the longer-term labour market 
outcomes of respondents who did not enter or who dropped out of HE. 

 Respondents who had dropped out of HE had less positive labour market outcomes 
than respondents who had obtained a degree. In particular, respondents who had 
completed HE had significantly higher employment rates, were more likely to be 
working in professional and managerial jobs and had higher levels of pay than 
respondents who had dropped out of HE.  

 Students who had dropped out of HE also had less positive outcomes than those who 
had applied to but not entered HE.  Students who dropped out had an employment 
rate of around 60 per cent, significantly lower than that of respondents who had either 
not entered or who had completed HE (around 75 per cent).   

 Students who completed a degree had better paid jobs than those who had not 
entered HE.  Students who had dropped out of HE and who were in employment were 
paid less, however, than those who either had complete HE or who had not entered 
HE. 



 

 

 The study findings on labour market outcomes should be treated with caution 
because of the relatively low response rate among respondents who had dropped out 
of HE or who had not entered HE.  The study provides evidence, however, on what is 
so far a little researched area.  

 

Most important factors associated with drop out for young entrants 

 The report used a series of regression analyses to examine which factors had an 
independent association with the probability of dropout from HE. The results showed 
that among young entrants to HE (i.e. those aged under 21 years), the respondents’ 
prior level of academic achievement explained the higher odds of dropout for 
respondents from disadvantaged family backgrounds.  Socio-economic background 
was no longer significantly associated with the probability of dropout from HE after 
taking into account the academic achievement of students from different 
backgrounds.  

 The results also showed that students who had used fewer sources of advice in 
applying to HE and those who gave less positive ratings of career guidance were 
more likely to have dropped out of HE than remaining respondents after adjusting for 
other factors.  

 Whilst important questions remain about the processes influencing student outcomes, 
the results support interventions which seek to raise achievement and provide 
increased career guidance and advice to students prior to applying to university. 
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1 Introduction 
This report was commissioned by the Department for Business Innovation and Skills (BIS) 
following the publication of the fourth (and final) stage of the Futuretrack study in November 
2012. The main aim of the report is to investigate the characteristics of respondents (i.e. 
age, socioeconomic group, subject discipline, ethnicity, family circumstances, prior 
attainment and type of institution attended) who did not complete higher education (HE). The 
research questions that have guided the work are: 

 What are the characteristics of respondents who do not complete or do not begin HE? 

 Are there discernible patterns of timing for non-completion or non-progression? 

 What are the reasons for dropout/non-progression by socioeconomic characteristics? 

 What are the career- or learning-related outcomes of those who do not complete or do 
not progress into HE? 

These questions are significant for a range of reasons. The number of students who are not 
in HE at the end of their first academic year is used as a performance indicator for the 
efficiency of HE institutions by funding bodies (Draper and Gittoes 2004; HESA 2013). 
Students are most likely to leave HE during the first year of study and a high rate of dropout 
suggests that institutions may not be using the available resources of time and money in the 
most efficient manner. From the perspective of the institution, students who do not complete 
their course also represent a loss of fee income. Dropout from HE is also important, 
however, from the viewpoint of equity or fairness. Previous studies have shown that students 
from disadvantaged family backgrounds are more likely to dropout of HE than those from 
more affluent family backgrounds (Davies and Elias 2003, Christie et al. 2004, Thomas and 
Quinn 2006, Powdthavee and Vignoles 2009). In many instances dropout may be a 
consequence of factors that are preventable while not completing HE is likely to have a 
negative effect on students’ future level of labour market attainment given the lack of well-
paid jobs for people who do not have degree level qualifications. 

The results of previous research studies and administrative data provided by institutions to 
the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) are useful in illustrating the range of 
demographic and socioeconomic characteristics associated with dropout from HE. The 
proportion of students in England who left HE during the first year of study has recently fallen 
from 9.2 per cent in 2003/04 to 7.4 per cent in 2010/11 (HEFCE 2013). Figure 1 shows how 
the dropout rate has varied for men and women and for young (less than 21 years) and 
mature entrants (aged 21 years and over) over the last several years. The figure shows that 
although the overall proportion of students dropping out of HE during the first year has 
recently fallen, differences in dropout between men and women and between young and 
mature entrants have remained relatively stable. The proportion of men leaving HE during 
the first year has remained around 2 percentage points higher than that for women over the 



 

period, with 9.2 per cent of men and 7.4 per cent of women leaving HE during the first year 
in 2010/11. The difference between the proportion of young and mature entrants leaving HE 
has narrowed somewhat over the period. The proportion of mature entrants leaving HE has 
remained significantly higher than that for young entrants, however, with 6.3 per cent of 
young and 11.6 per cent of mature entrants leaving HE during the first year in 2010/11.  

 

 

Figure 1 Proportion of entrants not in HE after one year by gender and age on entry (HEFCE 
2013). Figures are for students in England.  

In administrative data the variation in dropout between students from different 
socioeconomic backgrounds is measured using information on whether students attended a 
state or private school and whether they live in a low participation area. Residence in a low 
participation area is measured using the POLAR (or Participation of Local Areas) index 
which uses the proportion of the population aged 18 who entered higher education in each 
electoral ward as a measure of educational disadvantage. Figure 2 shows how the dropout 
rate has varied over the period since 2003/04 for students from state and independent 
schools and across quintiles of the POLAR index for young full-time first degree entrants. 
The figure shows that the dropout rate during the first year for students from independent 
schools has remained around three percentage points higher than that for students from 
state schools over the period considered with 7.1 per cent of students from state schools 
and 3.7 per cent of students from independent schools dropping out in 2010/11. The figure 

 



 

also shows that residence in an area with a low level of participation in higher education is a 
factor influencing dropout from HE. In 2010/11, 9.1 per cent of entrants from areas in the 
bottom quintile of the index dropped out of HE before the end of the first year compared to 
4.9 per cent of entrants from areas in the topmost quintile.  

 

 

Figure 2 Proportion of entrants not in HE after one year by type of school attended and by 
quintile of POLAR index for young entrants (HEFCE 2013). Figures are for students in 
England.  

While research has shown that demographic and socioeconomic characteristics are 
associated with dropout from HE, less is known about the mechanisms through which these 
factors exert their effects on student’s decisions. The introduction of student fees has led to 
concern about the impact of the costs of attending HE on students from disadvantaged 
family backgrounds. Previous studies of the reasons for dropout have shown, however, that 
financial considerations are not the main factor leading students from less well-off families to 
leave HE. Rather the higher rate of dropout among students from less well-off family 
backgrounds may be explained by the cumulative effect of a range of factors including poor 
choice of course, inaccurate expectations of student life and negative perceptions of the 
university environment (Harvey, Drew and Smith 2006; National Audit Office 2007; Purcell et 
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al. 2009a). These factors are not independent of student’s family characteristics (Crozier et 
al. 2008). In particular, students from less well-off families often do not have the sources of 
support and advice (e.g. from family, teachers, career professionals) available to students 
from better-off families. In consequence, they may be more likely to make an inappropriate 
choice of course when applying to university and have more difficulties establishing routines 
conducive to academic success than students from better-off families.  

In this study we distinguish between the family background of students and the more 
immediate or proximal factors through which family background might influence dropout from 
HE. In particular, the pathways followed by students into HE are highly stratified according to 
students’ prior level of academic achievement and we examine whether the prior 
achievement of students represents a pathway influencing differences in the rate of dropout 
between students from different family backgrounds. The data used in the study also 
contain, however, information on a range of factors such as career attitudes and the sources 
of advice and guidance used by students in applying to HE. Previous studies suggest that 
similar factors are associated with dropout from HE and the study considers the extent to 
which, and whether, these factors also contribute to the association between family 
background and the probability of dropout from HE. 

The remainder of this report is organised as follows. The next section introduces the survey 
data used in the study and is followed by a brief review of the findings of previous studies 
using the data. The report then presents a descriptive analysis of the association between 
the different types of transition made by respondents between stage 1 and stage 2 of the 
Futuretrack study and the individual characteristics of the respondent (age, gender, ethnicity, 
prior level of academic achievement), their family background characteristics (parental 
occupation and parental education) and the HE context (subject of study and type of 
institution). The analysis distinguished between respondents who completed the year in HE, 
did not complete the year in HE, didn't enter HE and deferred entry to HE. This section of the 
report also examines whether factors such as career attitudes and sources of advice and 
guidance used by the respondents in applying to HE are related to the different types of 
transition made by respondents. The variation in the labour market outcomes following HE of 
respondents who made different types of transition is also examined. The report then uses a 
series of regression analyses to examine whether the family background of the respondent 
is associated with the probability of dropout from HE and whether any association is 
independent of the individual characteristics of the respondent, such as prior academic 
achievement, and more proximal factors such as sources of advice and guidance used in 
applying to HE. The report then concludes with a brief discussion. 
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2 Description of Futuretrack 
Respondents 

Futuretrack is a longitudinal four-stage study of all people who applied in 2005/06 to enter 
full-time university courses in the UK during the autumn of 2006. The initial invitation to 
participate in Futuretrack was sent to all 2005/2006 UCAS applicants (N = 506304). The 
cohort has been surveyed on four occasions: summer 2006 (stage 1), summer / autumn 
2007 (stage 2), autumn 2009 / 2010 (stage 3) and winter 2011 / 2012 (stage 4). The stage 1 
online survey achieved a sample size of 121368 responses, a response rate of 23.9 per 
cent, comparable to that reported by previous postal surveys of graduates in the UK. 
Respondents who were domiciled outside the UK have been omitted from the analyses, 
however, leaving a sample size for analysis of 105816 responses. The attrition rate from the 
survey has been relatively high, however, with only around 30 per cent of the previous 
stage’s respondents answering the survey at the following stage. Attrition from the study and 
the calculation of survey weights are further discussed in Appendix A. The study was not 
designed specifically to examine factors associated with dropout and non-progression into 
HE. The study has attempted, however, to collect information from students who did not 
complete HE and students who applied but did not enter HE as well as students who did 
proceed to HE.  

At each stage respondents have been asked to choose the best description of their 
experience of HE since 2006. For example, at stage 2 the survey asked,  

“Please tell us which of the following statements best reflects what happened next, as far as 
higher education was concerned: I have completed a year in higher education as a full-time 
student, I started but did not complete the year as a full-time higher education student, I 
accepted a deferred place to start to start a course in Autumn 2007, I deferred entry to 
reapply to enter higher education in autumn 2007, and I did not enter higher education and 
have no immediate plans to do so”.  

The responses provided at each stage can be used to describe the pathway followed by 
respondents through HE. Figure 3 shows the most important stage-to-stage transitions made 
by the cohort members who responded at stage 1 together with the number of respondents 
and the transition rates between different states. The transition rates are calculated using the 
number of respondents who remain in the survey from the previous stage as the 
denominator (e.g. the transition rate from full-time education at stage 2 to full-time education 
at stage 3 is given by 13604 / (29512 - 15122) = 0.945.  

The standard path through HE is for students to enter and complete their course without 
interruption. This was the path followed by the majority of respondents in Futuretrack. At 
stage 2 the large majority of respondents had completed the year in HE (81.3 per cent). A 
significant number of respondents had deferred entry (12.2 per cent) but the number of 
respondents who had dropped out of or chosen not to enter HE was relatively low (3.6 and 



 

 

2.6 per cent). The dropout rate in Futuretrack is significantly lower than the dropout rate 
recorded by HESA for this cohort (9 per cent, HESA 2009) reflecting the particular difficulty 
of maintaining contact with respondents whose experience of HE may not have been 
positive, and whose continued participation in the study was voluntary.  

The number of respondents recorded as having dropped out of HE at the stage 3 and 4 
surveys is significantly lower than at the stage 2 survey. The majority of respondents who 
had completed the year in HE at stage 2 were still in HE at stage 3 (n = 13604) while only a 
minority had dropped out of HE since stage 2 (n = 269). At stage 4 only a very small number 
of respondents who had been in HE at stage 2 and stage 3 had dropped out of HE following 
the stage 3 survey.  

While the majority of students completed their course without interruption, pathways through 
HE are diverse. A relatively high proportion of respondents (n = 305, 64.8 per cent) who had 
dropped out of HE between stage 1 and stage 2 had returned to HE between stage 2 and 
stage 3. The number of respondents in this group is relatively small in the Futuretrack study, 
however, due to the high level of attrition at stage 3 among respondents who had dropped 
out of HE at stage 2. In comparison to those respondents who had dropped out of HE at 
stage 2, respondents who had not entered HE at stage 2 were less likely to subsequently 
enter HE. At stage 3 only 34.8 per cent of those respondents who had not entered HE at 
stage 2 had moved into HE between stage 2 and stage 3.  

The respondents at stage 1 of the Futuretrack study were linked to their UCAS application 
and information provided on the university application has been added to the dataset 
(Purcell et al. 2009a). Respondents who entered the Futuretrack study at subsequent stages 
were not linked to their UCAS application and the study is restricted to respondents who 
provided data at stage 1. The information from UCAS is itself incomplete, however, and a 
substantial number of respondents were missing information particularly for the institution 
and subject of study. Variables from the Futuretrack dataset selected for analysis because of 
their possible association with dropout from HE were gender, age at entry to HE (18 years or 
less, 19-20 years, 21-25 years, 26 years and over), ethnicity (Asian, Black, White, Mixed, 
Other), prior level of educational achievement (UCAS tariff score: non-standard, less than 
240, 240 to 359 or greater than 360 points), parental occupation (professional and manual, 
intermediate, routine and manual, NA/missing), parental educational qualifications (whether 
the respondent had none, one or two parents who had been to university), subject of study 
and type of HE institution. In analyses, respondents with missing information on parental 
educational qualifications were grouped with those who did not have a parent who had been 
to university. The study uses the highest lowest entry tariff categorisation of institutions 
(Purcell, Elias and Atfield 2009) rather than mission groups to describe different types of HE 
institution, partly because membership of mission groups has changed during the 
Futuretrack studies and partly because entry tariff provides a mechanism more closely 
aligned with government policies on admissions.  
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Figure 3 Most important transitions in Futuretrack 
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3 Previous Findings from 
Futuretrack Study 

The reports detailing previous findings from the Futuretrack study can be found on both the 
HECSU website and the Institute for Employment Research website at the University of 
Warwick. The type of transition made by respondents between the stage 1 and stage 2 
survey were discussed in the Stage 2 report (Purcell et al. 2009). The report found that 
demographic characteristics such as age, gender and ethnicity did not strongly distinguish 
respondents who made different types of transition between stage 1 and stage 2. 
Respondents with high levels of prior academic achievement were more likely, however, 
than those with low levels of prior academic achievement still to be in HE at stage 2. The 
report found that the occupation of the respondents’ parents was only weakly associated 
with the probability of dropout from HE with 4 per cent of respondents with parents from 
routine and manual occupations, 3.5 per cent with parents from intermediate occupational 
backgrounds and 3 per cent with parents from managerial and professional backgrounds 
dropping-out during the first year. In comparison, whether the respondent had a parent who 
had been to university was a more significant factor related to dropout from HE with around 
60 per cent of respondents who left HE during the first year having parents who did not have 
a degree. The subject of study and type of institution were further factors associated with the 
type of transition made by respondents. The subjects with the highest proportion of students 
starting but not completing a year in HE were science combined with social science and 
mass communication and documentation both with dropout rates of around 6 per cent while 
there was an inverse association between the average tariff score required for admission to 
an institution and the dropout rate. 

The information collected at stage 1 helped to identify some of the main factors underlying 
the different types of transitions made by respondents. The relationship between the career 
attitudes of the respondent at stage 1 and the type of subsequent transition showed that cost 
had been a deterrent to entering HE. The financial aspects of HE were not as important a 
factor for respondents who had dropped out of HE, however. The report found that:  

“Students who entered HE but then left were most likely to say that they had personal 
reasons or that they had been disappointed with their experience of HE, but most 
were planning to reapply in the near future for courses or institutions they thought 
they would prefer.” (Purcell, et al, 2009, p 177) 

The importance of careers advice and guidance for decisions about HE was also suggested 
with the report finding that: 

“Students who had changed courses and those who had entered HE but left, as well 
as those applicants who applied to enter HE but did not end up doing so perceived 
that they did not have enough information in making their original choices. They were 
less likely than students who had remained on the same course they started in 



 

 

Autumn 2006 to say they had all the information they required about HE courses, and 
more likely to say that they needed more help deciding which course to study.” 
(Purcell, ibid) 

The stage 2 report also compared the outcomes of respondents who had not entered HE 
and those who had dropped out of HE. The report showed that the majority of respondents 
were in employment at the time of the survey. Respondents who had not entered HE were, 
however, more likely to be working full-time, and in higher level jobs in comparison to those 
who had dropped out of HE. In particular, the proportion of respondents who had not entered 
HE who were working in managerial and professional occupations was around twice that of 
respondents who had entered but not completed the year in HE.  

The previous reports have not examined specifically the longer-term labour market 
outcomes of respondents who did not progress to HE or who dropped out of HE. The stage 
4 report did examine, however, the outcomes of respondents who had not completed a 
degree. The report showed that overall non-graduates were slightly more likely to be 
employed than graduates although the gap could mainly be explained by the number of 
graduates undertaking further study. In addition, non-graduates were being paid less in their 
current job than graduates with over 50 per cent of non-graduates earning less than £18,000 
per year.  

In this report our approach has been to amplify what is already reported and to provide 
further detailed analyses. As many of the socioeconomic characteristics and early 
employment outcomes of those who failed to complete or did not start HE have been 
identified, there remains an opportunity to probe into the views held and prior learning and 
support provided to applicants.   
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4 Descriptive Analysis 

The first question examined in this report concerns the characteristics which distinguish 
respondents who made different types of transition between stage 1 and stage 2 of the 
survey. The study does not consider factors associated with dropout following the first year 
of the study due to the limited number of respondents who dropped out of HE at later stages. 
The type of transition made by the respondent was defined using the responses to the 
question about experience of HE since 2006 asked at stage 2. The analysis distinguished 
between respondents who completed the year in HE, did not complete the year in HE, didn't 
enter HE and deferred entry to HE. The respondents who deferred entry may either have 
accepted a deferred place or chosen to reapply to enter HE. The report tabulates the 
frequencies of different transitions for a range of respondent characteristics and attitudes 
collected as part of the stage 1 survey. The main interest is in whether there are significant 
differences in the characteristics of respondents who made different transitions. The 
analyses use information from all respondents and the number of cases may vary between 
analyses due to missing data. 

4.1 Individual Characteristics 

Previous studies have shown that dropout is associated with the demographic 
characteristics of students. Futuretrack was no exception. Figure 4 shows how the type of 
transition between stage 1 and stage 2 varies according to the respondent’s age, ethnicity, 
gender and prior level of academic achievement. Detailed tables are given in Appendix C 
(Tables 1 to 4). The normal pattern is for young people either to enter HE immediately after 
leaving school when they are usually 18 years of age or to defer entry to HE for a year. 
Figure 4 shows that in comparison to respondents in older age groups respondents who 
were aged 18 years and under were more likely to have deferred entry to HE (15.0 per cent). 
The figure also shows that there is a positive gradient in the probability of not progressing to 
HE with increasing age with 1.5 per cent of respondents aged 18 years and under but nearly 
7 per cent of respondents aged 26 years and over not having entered HE. As expected from 
previous studies, the survey found that mature students (those who are aged 21 years or 
over) had a higher rate of dropout in comparison to students who entered university when 
they were under 21 years of age. Figure 4 shows that there is a positive gradient in the 
probability of dropout with increasing age although this was attenuated slightly for the oldest 
age group (26 years and older). 



 

 

Figure 4 Respondent age, gender, ethnicity and prior qualifications and transitions 
between stage 1 and stage 2 
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Previous survey reports have shown that the stage 1 respondents were not representative of 
the population of UCAS applicants in terms of gender with women making up over 60 per 
cent of the sample. The proportions of men and women making each transition are, 
however, broadly similar. The most significant gender difference in the transitions made by 
respondents is that women were slightly less likely than men to have deferred entry to HE 
(Figure 4). The figure also shows that the probability of dropout varies between respondents 
from different ethnic groups with respondents from Black and Other backgrounds having the 
lowest probability of dropout and respondents from Mixed backgrounds the highest 
probability of dropout. The number of respondents from non-White ethnic groups who 
dropped out of higher education was not large, however. The proportion of respondents who 
deferred entry to HE also varied with the respondent’s ethnic background. In particular, the 
proportion of respondents from Black backgrounds who deferred entry to HE is notably 
higher than that of the remaining ethnic groups with over 15 per cent of respondents from 
Black backgrounds having deferred entry to HE.  

Previous studies have shown that the individual student’s level of prior academic 
achievement is a significant factor associated with the risk of dropout from HE with students 
who have lower tariff scores having a higher risk of dropout. Figure 4 shows how the 
probability of making each type of transition varies according to the level of prior academic 
achievement achieved by respondents. The figure shows that there is a significant 
relationship between the prior academic achievement of respondents and subsequent 
transitions with 5.5 per cent of respondents with low prior levels of achievement dropping out 
in comparison to 3.8 per cent of respondents with medium and 2.6 per cent of respondents 
with high levels of achievement. The figure also shows that there is a negative gradient in 
the proportion of respondents who did not go on to enter university with increasing level of 
prior achievement with respondents with non-standard tariff scores having the highest 
probability of not entering HE (5.8 per cent). 

Figure 5 (Appendix C Table 5) shows the family characteristics of respondents who made 
different types of transition between stage 1 and stage 2. The figure shows that respondents 
who did not progress to HE were more likely than remaining respondents to have dependent 
children or adult dependents living with them. For example, 8.3 per cent of respondents who 
did not progress to HE lived with an adult dependent in comparison to 3.1 per cent of 
respondents who completed the year in HE. 



 

 

Figure 5 Transitions between stage 1 and stage 2 and respondent family 
characteristics 

Statistics from HEFCE (www.hefce.ac.uk/whatwedo/wp/ourresearch/polar) show that there 
are broad regional differences in the probability of students going on to HE with the lowest 
proportion of students going on to HE in the North East and Yorkshire and Humberside. 
Figure 6 (Appendix C Table 6) shows how the proportion of respondents making each 
transition between stage 1 and stage 2 varies with region. The figure shows that 
respondents resident in the North East, North West, Wales and Northern Ireland had the 
highest probability of dropout and respondents from Eastern England, the South East, South 
West and London the lowest probability of dropout. The figure also shows that respondents 
from the South East and South West were more likely than remaining respondents to defer 
entry to HE while respondents from Merseyside and Northern Ireland were most likely not to 
have entered HE. 

 



 

 

Figure 6 Region of residence and transitions between stage 1 and stage 2 
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At stage 1 respondents were asked,  

“In terms of your own views about your strengths and weaknesses, how do you rate yourself 
in the following areas: written communication, spoken communication, numeracy skills, 
computer literacy and self-confidence?” with response categories excellent, very good, good, 
adequate and not very good.  

Figure 7 (Appendix C Table 7) shows the proportion of respondents who made each type of 
transition and who assessed their skills and abilities as either adequate or not very good on 
each dimension. The figure shows that the majority of respondents gave positive reports of 
their skills and abilities. Respondents who dropped out of HE between stage 1 and stage 2 
were more likely than respondents in the remaining groups, however, to state that they had 
low self-confidence, numeracy and spoken abilities with nearly 30 per cent of respondents 
who dropped out between stage 1 and stage 2 reporting that their level of self-confidence 
was less than good. There was no reported difference in the levels of computer and written 
skills between respondents who dropped out and those who made other types of transitions.  

 

Figure 7 Transitions between stage 1 and stage 2 and respondent self-reported skills 
and abilities 

4.2 Socioeconomic Background 

Previous studies have examined how the probability of going to university varies according 
to socioeconomic characteristics, such as parental occupation and parental educational 
qualifications, but have tended to pay less attention to what happens to students from 
different backgrounds once they enter university. Figure 8 shows how the type of transition 
made by respondents between stage 1 and stage 2 varies with parental occupation and the 
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level of education of the respondent’s parents. Detailed tables are given in Appendix C 
Tables 8 and 9.  

Figure 8 shows that respondents who had parents in managerial and professional 
occupations were less likely to have either dropped out of HE or not entered HE in 
comparison to remaining respondents. The figure also shows a marked positive gradient in 
the probability of deferred entry to HE with the occupational status of the respondent’s 
parents with around 14 per cent of respondents with parents in managerial and professional 
occupations having deferred entry to HE compared to around 10 per cent of respondents 
with parents in routine and semi-routine occupations.  



 

 

Figure 8 Parental occupation and parental education and transitions between stage 1 
and stage 2 

The probability of making different types of transition was also influenced by the educational 
qualifications of the respondent’s parents. Figure 8 shows that there is a negative gradient in 
the probability of dropout with increasing levels of parental education with the probability of 
dropout varying from 4.2 per cent for respondents who did not have a parent who had been 
to university to 3.3 per cent for respondents who had one parent and 2.8 per cent for 
respondents who had both parents who had been to university. Figure 8 shows that the 
probability of not progressing to HE also has a negative association with parental education 
while the probability of deferred entry to HE has the opposite association with parental 
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education with those respondents who had two parents who had been to university having a 
higher probability of deferred entry to HE in comparison to those who did not have a parent 
who had been to university.  

The proportion of applicants from non-state schools who are admitted to an institution has 
been used widely as an indicator of the social selectivity of different institutions. In particular, 
a small number of institutions (e.g. Cambridge and Oxford Universities) have much higher 
proportions of students who attended non-state schools in comparison to remaining 
institutions. Figure 9 (Appendix C Table 10) shows the relationship between the type of pre-
HE establishment an applicant had linked to in their UCAS application and their transitions 
between stage 1 and stage 2. The table shows that the probability of respondents dropping 
out between stage 1 and stage 2 varies with the type of school attended, with the probability 
of dropout varying from 2.5 per cent for respondents who had attended grammar schools to 
4.8 per cent for respondents whose previous institution had been a further/higher education 
institution. The table also shows that respondents who had been to independent schools 
have a much higher probability of deferring entry to higher education (19.7 per cent) in 
comparison to remaining respondents.  



 

 

Figure 9 Type of previous educational establishment and type of HE institution and 
transitions between stage 1 and stage 2 
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4.3 Institution Factors 

Previous studies have shown that the type of HE institution attended by a student is 
associated with the probability of dropout. Figure 9 (Appendix C Table 11) shows the 
relationship between the average entry tariff score of students at the HE institution attended 
by the respondent and transitions between stage 1 and stage 2. The figure shows that 
respondents at institutions in the highest tariff category had a lower probability of dropout 
(2.8 per cent) in comparison to respondents at institutions in the high (3.4 per cent), medium 
(4.7 per cent) and low categories (5.2 per cent). The type of institution was also associated 
with the probability of the respondent deferring entry to HE with the probability of deferred 
entry varying from around 11 per cent at institutions in the highest tariff category to around 7 
per cent at institutions in the lowest tariff category. Insufficient information was available on 
the types of institution for respondents who did not go on to enter HE to allow interpretation 
of variation in non-entry to HE by type of institution.  

Studies of dropout from HE have often assumed that the correspondence between student’s 
motivation and ability and institutions’ academic and social and characteristics is the most 
important factor influencing the probability of dropout. In the UK, studies which have 
examined the experiences of students from different backgrounds at different types of 
institution have suggested that students from disadvantaged family backgrounds have 
particular difficulty in adapting to university life at more prestigious institutions (Harvey, Drew 
and Smith 2006, Crozier et al. 2008, Rose-Adams 2013). Figure 10 (Appendix Table 12) 
shows how the probability of dropout for respondents with parents from different 
occupational backgrounds varies across different types of institution. The figure shows that 
respondents with parents who worked in routine and semi-routine occupations had a higher 
rate of dropout than those with parents who worked in professional and managerial 
occupations at all types of institution. The variation in the number of respondents from 
different backgrounds at different types of institution makes it difficult to judge, however, 
whether the association between parental occupation and the probability of dropout varies 
across the different types of institution. In a logistic regression model with dropout as the 
dependent variable, the interaction between parental occupation and institution type was 
statistically non-significant (χ2 = 14.54, p = 0.26). The association between parental 
occupation and dropout does not therefore appear to vary significantly across the different 
types of institution.  



 

 

Figure 10 Probability of dropping out between stage 1 and stage 2 by parental 
occupation and institution type 

 

 

Figure 11 Probability of dropping out between stage 1 and stage 2 by parental 
education and institution type 
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Figure 11 (Appendix C Table 13) shows the corresponding results according to whether the 
respondent’s parents had been to university. The figure suggests that respondents with two 
parents who had been to university were less likely to dropout of HE than those who did not 
have a parent who had been to university although similar proportions of respondents 
without a parent and with two parents who had been to university had dropped out at 
institutions in the high tariff and the lowest tariff categories. The results of a likelihood-ratio 
test (χ2 = 11.6, p = 0.16) again showed, however, that the association between parental 
education and the probability of dropout did not vary significantly across the different types of 
institution.  

The information provided on subject of study is reasonably complete for respondents who 
did go on to enter HE in 2006. Figure 12 (Appendix C Table 14) shows how the proportion of 
respondents who dropped out of HE between stage 1 and stage 2 varies across different 
subjects. The subjects which had relatively high rates of dropout include: mass 
communication and documentation, creative arts & design and education. Of those, only 
dropout from creative arts & design is likely to be of any substantive importance because of 
the relatively small number of respondents in the other subjects. The subject with the lowest 
rate of dropout was medicine and dentistry.  



 

 

Figure 12 Probability of dropping out of HE between stage 1 and stage 2 by subject 

4.4 Proximal Influences on HE Transitions 

The differences in transitions between stage 1 and stage 2 made by students with different 
characteristics have a range of interpretations. In order to help interpret the results we also 
look, therefore, at the relationship between the type of transition made by the respondent 
and responses to a range of information collected at stage 1 concerning career attitudes, 
sources of advice used in applying to HE and career advice and guidance. Previous studies 
suggest that similar factors are associated with dropout from HE and they may indicate the 
mechanisms through which differences in family background influence the probability of 
dropout. 

4.4.1 Career Attitudes  

At stage 1, respondents were asked a set of 11 questions concerning their attitudes to HE 
and the labour market. Following exploratory analysis the responses to five questions were 
chosen to measure the respondents’ career attitudes. The questions were: a higher 
education qualification is a good investment, for most good jobs a degree is essential, 
education is valuable in its own right and not just as preparation for employment, one of the 
main benefits of higher education is the opportunity for extra-curricular activities and being a 

 



 

34 

 

higher education student provides opportunities for personal growth and independence. The 
responses ranged from ‘strongly agree’ scored 1 to ‘strongly disagree’ scored 5 (Appendix C 
Table 15). 

Only a small minority of respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement that 
higher education was a good investment and almost all respondents recognised the 
advantages of university, not only in terms of getting a job but in terms of opportunities for 
personal growth and development (Appendix C Table 15). Unsurprisingly, however, those 
respondents who had not entered HE were most likely to have disagreed with statements 
concerning the positive benefits of HE. 

For respondents who either completed the year or dropped out of HE, Figure 13 shows how 
the odds of dropout changes across the response categories for each question. The figure 
shows that respondents who stated that they either disagreed or strongly disagreed with 
each question have a higher odds of dropout in comparison to respondents who stated that 
they strongly agreed. The odds of dropout is particularly marked for the question ‘A HE 
qualification is a good investment’ with those respondents who stated that they strongly 
disagreed having an odds of dropout more than 3 times those of respondents who strongly 
agreed.  



 

 

Figure 13 Odds ratio of dropout (vs. continuation in HE) for questions used to 
measure career attitudes 

For use as a predictor of the respondents’ subsequent transitions, the responses were 
summed and the resulting scale split into categories indicating a high, moderate and low 
level of positive career attitudes using the 50th and 80th percentiles of the scale. Figure 14 
(Appendix C Table 16) shows the proportion of respondents with different career attitudes 
who made each type of transition between stage 1 and stage 2. The figure shows that 
respondents who either dropped out between stage 1 and stage 2 or who did not enter HE 
were less likely than those respondents who completed the year or who deferred entry to HE 
to have positive career attitudes. For example, 14.9 per cent of respondents who completed 
the year in HE had a low level of positive career attitudes in comparison to 18.1 per cent of 
respondents who dropped out of HE and 32.2 per cent of respondents who had not entered 
HE.  

 



 

 

Figure 14 Transitions between stage 1 and stage 2 and respondent career attitudes 

4.4.2 Sources of Advice  

At stage 1, respondents were asked “which of the following influenced your choice of 
university or college?” with a set of 19 response items. The questions cover a range of 
influences (e.g. parents, friends, teachers, general reputation etc.) and the responses are 
scored as 1 ‘yes’ and 0 ‘no’. Following exploratory analyses the responses to the first 11 
items were chosen to measure the number of sources of advice used by the respondent 
prior to applying to HE. Figure 15 (Appendix C Table 17) shows how the type of advice used 
by respondents varies across the different types of transition. Respondents who had either 
completed the year or who had deferred entry to HE were more likely than those who had 
dropped out or not entered HE to state that they had been influenced in their choice of 
institution by the reputation of the institution. In contrast, respondents who dropped out or 
who had not entered HE were more likely than other respondents to state that being able to 
live at home had been a factor influencing their choice of institution.  

Responses were missing for around 50 per cent of respondents who had not progressed to 
university in 2006. The results for respondents who either deferred entry to HE or chose not 
to enter HE should therefore be interpreted with caution.  
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Figure 15 Sources of advice used in applying to enter higher education and 
transitions between stage 1 and stage 2 

 



 

For use as a predictor of the type of transition the responses were summed and the resulting 
scale split into categories indicating a high (6 or more), moderate (4 or 5) and low (0 to 3) 
number of sources of advice. Respondents who did not answer the questions were not 
omitted from the analysis but included using a separate response category (as missing). 
Figure 16 (Appendix C Table 18) shows how the number of sources of advice used in 
applying to university varies between respondents who made different types of transition 
between stage 1 and stage 2. The figure shows that respondents who dropped out of HE 
were more likely to have used a low number of sources of advice (56.2 per cent) in 
comparison to those who continued in HE (48.6 per cent). In comparison, 22.1 per cent of 
respondents who continued in HE and 15.7 per cent of those who dropped out had used a 
high number of sources of advice.  

 

Figure 16 Transitions between stage 1 and stage 2 and the number of sources of 
advice used by respondents 

It has often noted that significant numbers of students do not make what would seem to be 
rational choices regarding HE participation. Studies have often suggested that one reason 
why students do not make decisions that appear to be in their own interests is that they lack 
the necessary information to make the correct choices. In particular, young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds have been found to have less information about a range of 
aspects of HE participation in comparison to their counterparts from better-off families 
(Mangan, Hughes and Slack 2010) which may have consequences for both the probability of 
progressing to HE and dropout from HE. It was expected therefore that the number of 
sources of advice used by the respondent in applying to HE would vary with indicators of 
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socioeconomic status such as family background and type of prior educational 
establishment.  

 

Figure 17 Parental occupation and number of sources of advice used by respondent 

Figure 17 (Appendix C Table 19) shows how the number of sources of advice used by 
respondents varies with parental occupation. The figure shows that respondents from 
professional and managerial backgrounds were the group most likely to have used a high 
number of sources of advice (22.7 per cent) but least likely to have used a low number of 
sources of advice (39.0 per cent). In comparison, 15.5 per cent of respondents from routine 
and semi-routine backgrounds had used a high number of sources of advice while 53.2 per 
cent had used a low number of sources of advice.  

Figure 18 (Appendix C Table 20) shows how the relationship between the education of the 
respondent’s parents and the number of sources of advice. The figure shows that the 
variation in the number of sources of advice between respondents who did and did not have 
parents who had been to university is similar to that for parental occupation. Respondents 
with two parents who had been to university were least likely to have used a low number 
(37.1 per cent) and most likely to have used a high number of sources of advice (23.7 per 
cent) while respondents who did not have a parent with a degree were most likely to have a 
low number (54.2 per cent) and least likely to have a high number of sources of advice (14.0 
per cent). 

The results suggest that respondents with two parents who had been to university and those 
with parents who worked in professional and managerial occupations used a greater number 
of sources of advice in applying to university in comparison to respondents from 
disadvantaged family backgrounds. It is unclear, however, to what extent respondents from 

 



 

disadvantaged family backgrounds had lower levels of access to advice concerning HE or 
whether the lower number of sources of advice used by respondents from disadvantaged 
family backgrounds in applying to HE reflect a reluctance to use the sources of advice that 
might have been available.  

 

Figure 18 Parental education and number of sources of advice used by respondent 

Schools are an important context outside of the family which shape the educational 
aspirations and achievement of children and the type of information and advice they have 
about further education. Figure 19 (Appendix C Table 21) shows how the number of sources 
of advice used in applying to enter HE varies across the type of educational establishment 
from which the respondent applied to UCAS. The figure shows that respondents who applied 
to enter HE from establishments in the further/higher education sector or who had not linked 
to an educational establishment in their UCAS application were most likely to have used a 
low number of sources of advice in applying to HE. In contrast, respondents at independent 
schools were the group most likely to have used a high number of sources of advice in 
applying to HE. The extent to which these differences reflect characteristics of the different 
types of school or are really a reflection of differences in the characteristics of respondents 
who attended different types of school is again unclear. 
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Figure 19 Type of prior educational establishment and number of sources of advice 
used by respondent 

4.4.3 Assessment of Career Guidance 

At stage 1 respondents were also asked a set of 10 questions concerning the degree to 
which different sources of career advice and information had been helpful in deciding to 
apply for a HE course. Appendix C Table 22 shows detailed responses. Respondents who 
dropped out of HE or who did not enter HE were more likely than those who completed the 
year to disagree with positively worded items, such as whether careers guidance and 
teachers had been helpful, but were less likely to disagree with negatively worded items, 
such as whether they needed more advice or had had difficulty in choosing a course. For 
example, 50 per cent of respondents who dropped out either disagreed or strongly disagreed 
with the statement "I have had excellent careers guidance" while the proportion of 
respondents who continued in HE who gave a similar response was somewhat lower (39.4 
per cent). 
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Figure 20 shows how the odds of dropout (vs. continuation in HE) changes across the 
response categories of each question. The figure shows that for the majority of questions, 
respondents who stated that they either disagreed or strongly disagreed have a higher odds 
of dropout in comparison to respondents who stated that they strongly agreed.  

The odds of dropout is particularly marked for the question ‘My family were very supportive 
in my choice of course’ with those respondents who stated that they strongly disagreed 
having an odds of dropout more than twice those of respondents who strongly agreed. For 
the purpose of analysis the responses to the question “My friends influenced my choice(s)” 
were disregarded and the remaining responses summed to create a scale. The coding of the 
two negative responses to the items 'I needed more help and advice in choosing which 
course to study' and 'I found it difficult to choose course(s)' were reversed so that a higher 
response was associated with an increased odds of dropout. The scale was split into three 
categories with approximately the same number of respondents in each category indicating 
a high, moderate and low level of satisfaction with career guidance. Figure 21 (Appendix C 
Table 23) shows the variation in ratings of career guidance for respondents who made 
different transitions between stage 1 and stage 2. The figure shows that respondents who 
dropped out of HE were more likely than those who continued in HE to have low levels of 
satisfaction with career guidance (38.3 per cent vs. 27.8 per cent) while those respondents 
who continued in HE were more likely than those who dropped out to have high levels of 
satisfaction with career guidance (36.7 per cent vs. 29.0 per cent).  

 



 

 

Figure 20 Odds ratio of dropout (vs. completion) for questions used in career 
guidance scale 

 



 

 

Figure 21 Transitions between stage 1 and stage 2 and respondent ratings of career 
guidance 

4.4.4 Reasons for HE Choices 

At stage 1 respondents were asked whether a range of reasons for applying to enter HE 
applied to them. Respondents were able to give multiple-responses. Figure 22 (Appendix C 
Table 24) shows the variation in the proportion of respondents who reported each reason for 
applying to enter HE for respondents who made different types of transition between stage 1 
and stage 2. The figure shows that there is little difference in the transitions made by 
respondents according to the reasons they gave at stage 1 for deciding to enter HE. The 
most common reasons for applying to enter HE were either career related or related to the 
subject of study with around 70 per cent of respondents reporting that they had applied to 
enter higher education ‘to enable me to get a good job’ or as ‘part of my longer-term career 
plans’. Reasons of personal growth and development were also important, however, with 
around 60 per cent of respondents reporting that ‘I want to realize my potential’.  
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Figure 22 Reasons for applying to HE and transitions between stage1 and stage 2 
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At stage 1 the respondents were also asked whether a range of reasons for choosing a 
particular course applied to them. Respondents were able to give multiple-responses. Figure 
23 (Appendix C Table 25) shows the variation in responses for respondents who made 
different types of transition between stage 1 and stage 2. The figure shows that respondents 
who did not enter HE were less likely than the remaining respondents to state that they 
enjoyed studying the subject (65.9 per cent) but were more likely to state that they needed 
the qualification in order to enter a particular profession/occupation (51.7 per cent).  



 

 

Figure 23 Reasons for choosing course of study and transitions between stage 1 and 
stage 2 
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Figure 24 Intended sources of finance and transitions between stage 1 and stage 2 

4.4.5 Sources of HE Finance  

The stage 1 survey also asked respondents “How do you plan to fund your higher education” 
with 13 response categories. Figure 24 (Appendix C Table 26) shows the responses for 
respondents who made different types of transition between stage 1 and stage 2. Figure 24 
shows that in comparison to respondents who completed the year in HE, those who dropped 
out between stage 1 and stage 2 were less likely to have planned to fund their studies from 
savings (45.1 vs. 38.9 per cent) or sources of family income (40.2 vs. 33.0 per cent) and 
were more likely to have planned to work during their study (52.7 vs. 56.3 per cent). Figure 
24 also shows that respondents who deferred entry to HE or who did not go on to HE were 
much less likely to have provided data on sources of student finance than those respondents 
who actually entered HE in 2006.  

4.5 Reasons for not completing HE 

At stage 2 respondents who had dropped out of HE or who had not entered HE were asked 
“Which of the following reasons for not proceeding to or continuing in full-time higher 
education applied to you?” with 10 response categories. The reasons given by respondents 
for dropping-out of HE or not entering HE are useful in giving more insight into the 
respondent’s experiences of HE although it is important to keep the distinction between the 
reasons given by respondents and the causes of different types of transition. Figure 25 
(Appendix C Table 27) shows the responses separately for respondents who dropped out of 
HE and those who did not enter HE. The figure shows that among respondents who did not 
go on to HE the costs of university and the prospect of debt were a much more significant 
factor than among those respondents who dropped out of HE. Financial considerations were 
not the only reason that respondents did not go on to HE, however, and a significant 
proportion of respondents who had not entered HE either had not achieved the required 
grades or preferred to undertake paid work. Figure 25 also shows that while 34.8 per cent of 
respondents who dropped out of HE gave personal reasons as a factor for not continuing in 
HE only 18.7 per cent of respondents who did not go on to university stated that personal 
reasons had been a factor in not proceeding to HE.  



 

 

Figure 25 Reasons for dropping out of or not entering higher education at stage 2 

4.6 Labour market outcomes at stage 4 

The significance of dropout from HE partly depends on whether dropout has a negative 
effect on subsequent labour market outcomes. At the stage 4 survey the majority of 
respondents had left HE and had entered the labour market and it was possible to compare 
the labour market outcomes of respondents who had different experiences of HE. The 
respondent’s experience of HE was measured using the question on the experience of 
higher education included in the stage 4 survey. At stage 4 respondents were asked “Since 
applying to UCAS in 2005/06, which of the following has applied to you?”: I completed an 
undergraduate course and I am no longer a full-time student, I completed an undergraduate 
course and am currently a full-time post-graduate student, I completed an undergraduate 
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course and a postgraduate course and am no longer a full-time student, I started but did not 
complete an undergraduate course and I am no longer a full-time student, I did not go on to 
study full-time and have not been a full-time undergraduate student since then, and I am 
currently a full-time undergraduate student. The outcomes of three groups of respondents 
were again examined: those who had completed an undergraduate and/or postgraduate 
course and were no longer in full-time education (complete), those who had started but not 
completed an undergraduate course (dropout) and those who had not been a full-time 
undergraduate student since 2005/06 (non-entry). The number of respondents in the dropout 
and non-entry groups is relatively low and the results should therefore be interpreted with a 
degree of caution. The stage 4 outcomes examined were current labour market status 
(employed, self-employed, studying, unemployed not looking for work and other), whether 
the respondent had obtained a graduate job (an occupation in SOC major groups one to 
three) and gross annual pay.  

Figure 26 (Appendix C Table 28) shows the current labour market status for the different 
groups of respondents. The respondents who had either completed a degree or not entered 
HE had similar rates of employment with around 75 per cent of respondents in employment. 
In comparison, respondents who had dropped out of HE had a notably lower employment 
rate of around 60 per cent. The variation in the proportion of each group who were 
unemployed gave a less positive picture for graduates, however. Respondents who had 
completed a degree were more likely to be unemployed than respondents who had not 
entered HE. The higher unemployment rate for graduates may reflect the different lengths of 
time that different groups of respondents had spent establishing themselves in the labour 
market and is also likely to reflect the overall difference in labour market conditions at the 
time the two groups entered the labour market. It is also important to bear in mind that HE 
applicants who do not progress to HE are unlikely to be representative of all people who do 
not attend HE and their decision not to progress to HE may reflect that they had other career 
opportunities that they considered more desirable than HE. 



 

 

Figure 26 Respondents experience of higher education since 2005/06 and labour 
market status at stage 4 

For those respondents in employment Figure 27 (Appendix C Table 29) shows how the type 
of job varies with respondent’s experience of HE since 2005/06. The respondents who had 
either dropped out of or not entered HE were significantly less likely to have a professional 
or managerial job than those who had completed a degree. The figure shows that around 20 
per cent of respondents who had chosen not to enter HE but around 16 per cent of those 
who dropped out of HE were currently working in professional or managerial jobs while over 
40 per cent of respondents who had completed a degree were currently working in a 
professional or managerial job.  
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Figure 27 Respondents experience of higher education since 2005/06 and category of 
job at stage 4 

The wage that respondents receive in their job is used to measure the economic returns to 
education. The results of the stage 4 survey showed that respondents who had not entered 
HE were being paid an average of £21540 per annum, in comparison to £20765 per annum 
for respondents who had completed HE and £18410 per annum for respondents who had 
dropped out of HE. There was no difference in the median wage (£19500 per annum) 
received by respondents who had not entered HE and those who had completed HE, 
however, suggesting that the higher wage for respondents who had not entered HE is due to 
a small number of respondents with significantly higher levels of pay than those who 
completed HE. Respondents who had dropped out of HE had a significantly lower median 
wage than other respondents (£16500 per year).  

Figure 28 (Appendix C Table 30) shows how the distribution of gross annual pay varies for 
respondents with different experiences of HE. Respondents who had dropped out or not 
entered HE were more likely to be in low-paid employment (<£10000 per annum) in 
comparison to those who had completed a degree. A significant proportion of each group 
were in low-paid employment, however. In overall terms those who completed HE were in 
better paid jobs than those who had not: 47 per cent of those who had completed a degree 
were earning above £21000 per annum (the vertical orange line) as compared to 43 per cent 
of those who had not entered HE and only 30 per cent of those who had dropped out of HE.  

 



 

 

Figure 28 Respondents experience of higher education since 2005/06 and gross 
annual salary at stage 4 

4.7 Summary  

In summary, the results suggest that multiple factors were related to the probability of 
leaving HE during the first year of study. Overall, students who dropped out were more likely 
to come from disadvantaged family backgrounds or be studying at lower tariff institutions 
than those who completed the year in HE. The prior levels of educational achievement and 
subject of study were also significant for the probability of dropout. In particular, respondents 
with higher levels of educational achievement and those who were studying medicine and 
dentistry were less likely to dropout than remaining respondents. The reasons given by 
respondents for dropout from HE suggested that for most dropout was not a response to the 
costs of HE. Information on the career attitudes and sources of guidance used by 
respondents prior to starting HE suggested that a lack of advice and guidance and 
uncertainty about career choices were factors involved in respondents choosing not to 
continue in HE.  

The relationship between the respondent’s experience of HE and transitions into the labour 
market following HE showed that respondents who had completed HE and those who had 
not entered HE were more likely to have made a successful transition into the labour market 
than respondents who had dropped out of HE. Respondents who had completed HE and 
those who had not entered HE had much higher employment rates and significantly higher 
levels of pay than respondents who had dropped out of HE. The results also provided 
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evidence for considerable differences in the labour market outcomes of graduates. 
Respondents who had completed HE were more likely to be working in professional and 
managerial jobs than respondents who had not progressed to HE but they also had higher 
levels of unemployment than those who had not progressed to HE.  
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5 Logistic Regression Models of 
Dropout  

5.1 Methodology 

The final question examined in this report concerned the individual, family and institutional 
factors which had an independent association with the probability of dropout. In particular, 
our main interest was whether indicators of family disadvantage have a direct link with the 
probability of dropout from HE after adjusting for the individual characteristics of the 
respondent, or whether respondent characteristics are able to explain the association 
between family characteristics and the probability of dropout. The analyses used a series of 
logistic regression models where the dependent variable is a binary variable where 0 
indicates that the respondent completed the first year of HE and 1 indicates that the 
respondent dropped out of HE during the first year. Respondents who deferred entry to HE 
or who did not enter HE were omitted from the analysis. Previous research suggests that 
mature students (i.e. those aged 21 years and over) are more likely than younger students to 
dropout of HE for family reasons (Purcell et al. 2009). We examined whether separate 
analyses could be undertaken for respondents who were aged under 21 years and those 
who were 21 years and over when they applied to enter university. In the sample of 
respondents who were 21 years and over when they applied to enter university, the number 
of dropouts from HE was inadequate to allow separate analyses of this group. The analyses 
are restricted therefore to respondents who were under 21 years of age when they applied to 
HE. Appendix C Table 31 does, however, give descriptive statistics for the sample of 
respondents aged 21 years and over. 

The analyses used four steps. The first analysis step examined a model which included only 
gender, ethnicity, parental occupation and parental education as explanatory variables and 
the results from this model provide estimates of the unadjusted association between family 
background characteristics and the probability of dropout (Model 1). The respondent’s level 
of prior academic achievement was then added to the model (Model 2). Previous research 
has shown that the prior level of academic achievement is the main route through which 
family background characteristics influence the routes followed by students into HE and prior 
academic achievement was considered likely to be the most important factor through which 
family background influences the probability of dropout (Powdthavee and Vignoles 2009). 
The following model (Model 3) added the scales measuring the number of sources of advice 
used in applying to HE (section 4.4.2) and satisfaction with careers guidance (section 4.4.3) 
while the final model (Model 4) additionally contained the type of institution and subject of 
study. The comparison of results from different models allows us to see how far any 
association between family background and the probability of dropout can be explained by 
the prior level of academic achievement of respondents and differences in the sources of 
guidance and advice used in applying to HE. It also allows us to examine whether there are 



 

 

differences in the probability of dropout between different types of institution after adjusting 
for respondent characteristics.  

5.2 Results 

Descriptive statistics for the variables from the Futuretrack dataset which were included in 
the analysis are given in Table 1. The analysis sample is restricted to respondents who were 
present at both the first and second stage of the survey and who had no missing data on the 
variables included in the analysis (N = 21928). In order to reduce the sensitivity of the model 
results to explanatory variables with categories containing a low number of dropouts, 
ethnicity was collapsed into a simple White/non-White binary variable and subject of study 
was grouped into three broad categories: specialist vocational subjects, occupationally-
oriented subjects and discipline-based subjects. Specialist vocational subjects include 
medicine, engineering, law and education; occupationally-oriented subjects include biology, 
mathematics, social studies, business, creative arts and inter-disciplinary studies; discipline 
based subjects include physical sciences, linguistics, classics, history and philosophy. 

The results in Table 1 show that women were slightly more likely to dropout of HE than men 
while respondents from non-White backgrounds had a lower dropout rate than those from 
White backgrounds. The association between family background and dropout was also 
relatively weak, however, respondents who did not have a parent who had been to university 
and those with parents in routine and semi-routine occupations had the highest rates of 
dropout. The relationship between the respondent's prior level of academic achievement and 
dropout was larger in magnitude than for demographic and family background 
characteristics. Respondents who had non-standard levels of prior academic achievement or 
who were missing information on prior qualifications had a dropout rate of 6.7 per cent while 
that for respondents who had high levels of prior academic achievement was only 3.0 per 
cent. The indicators of the more proximal factors associated with respondents application to 
HE showed the expected association with dropout. Respondents who had used either a 
higher number of sources of advice in applying to HE or those who were more positive about 
career guidance were less likely to have dropped out than remaining respondents. Institution 
characteristics showed only a weak association with the probability of dropout with those 
respondents at institutions in the lowest tariff category and those studying occupationally-
oriented subjects having the highest probability of dropout. 

Table 2 shows the regression coefficients with corresponding standard errors in parentheses 
from the estimated models. For any coefficient β, the exponentiated value of the coefficient 
can be interpreted as giving the ratio of the odds that a respondent with those characteristics 
dropped out of higher education to the odds that a respondent in the omitted category of the 
variable dropped out. See Appendix B for more details. The Futuretrack study contains 
weights which account for the effect of dropout on longitudinal analyses. The construction of 
the weights is discussed in Appendix A. The analyses were conducted with and without the 
weights. There was no significant difference in results and for reasons of simplicity we 
present the unweighted results.  

The results of the initial model (Model 1) show that the odds of dropout from HE are higher 
for those respondents from disadvantaged family backgrounds. In comparison to 
respondents with two parents who had been to university, the odds of dropout were 
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approximately 30 per cent higher (or exp (0.282)) for respondents who did not have a parent 
with a university education while respondents with parents who worked in routine and 
manual occupations had an odds of dropout which were around 30 per cent higher than 
those for respondents with parents who worked in professional and managerial occupations. 
The results also show that non-White respondents had a significantly lower odds of dropout 
than White respondents while gender showed no significant association with dropout.  

The results of the model additionally controlling for the respondents prior level of academic 
achievement (Model 2) show that there is a strong negative gradient in the odds of dropout 
with increasing levels of prior academic achievement. In comparison to the previous model, 
controlling for the respondents prior level of academic achievement explained the variation in 
the odds of dropout between respondents with different family background characteristics. 
The higher odds of dropout for respondents from disadvantaged family backgrounds can 
therefore be interpreted as reflecting the lower overall levels of prior academic achievement 
among respondents from disadvantaged family backgrounds. The lower odds of dropout for 
respondents from non-White backgrounds remained, however. 

The addition of information on the number of sources of advice and the respondent’s 
assessment of careers guidance to the model (Model 3) had little effect on the magnitude or 
statistical significance of the coefficients from the previous model. Respondents who had 
used a high number of sources of advice prior to applying to university had a significantly 
lower odds of dropout from HE in comparison to those who had used a low number of 
sources of advice while respondents who gave the least positive reports of careers guidance 
had an odds of dropout that were nearly 70 per cent higher (or exp (0.522)) than those for 
respondents who gave the most positive reports. The results of the final model (Model 4) 
show that the type of institution and broad subject area had little association with the odds of 
dropout after adjusting for other model characteristics. Controlling for factors associated with 
the respondent’s institution also had little effect on either the magnitude or statistical 
significance of the coefficients from the previous model.  



 

 

Table 1 Means of explanatory variables separately for respondents who continued in 
and dropped out of HE during the first year. Figures are for respondents under 21 
years of age when they applied to HE.  

 Response at Stage 2 
Variable Completed Dropout 
 N Row% Col% N Row% Col% 
Gender       
Male 7714 96.2 36.7 302 3.8 34.0 
Female 13325 95.8 63.3 587 4.2 66.0 
Ethnicity       
White 17798 95.8 84.6 783 4.2 88.1 
Non-white 3241 96.8 15.4 106 3.2 11.9 
Parental Education       
Neither/not declared 10519 95.4 50.0 511 4.6 57.5 
One of parents 5393 96.3 25.6 207 3.7 23.3 
Both parents 5127 96.8 24.4 171 3.2 19.2 
Parental Occupation       
Managerial and professional 11569 96.4 55.0 427 3.6 48.0 
Intermediate 4129 95.5 19.6 193 4.5 21.7 
Routine and manual 4612 95.1 21.9 240 4.9 27.0 
Not known / missing 729 96.2 3.5 29 3.8 3.3 
UCAS Tariff Points       
Non-standard / Missing 1382 93.3 6.6 100 6.7 11.2 
Low 2606 93.3 12.4 188 6.7 21.1 
Medium 5808 95.7 27.6 258 4.3 29.0 
High 11243 97.0 53.4 343 3.0 38.6 
Number of Sources of Advice        
0 to 3 sources 9016 95.1 42.9 465 4.9 52.3 
4 to 5 sources 6390 96.3 30.4 248 3.7 27.9 
6 to 11 sources 5633 97.0 26.8 176 3.0 19.8 
Careers Guidance Satisfaction       
High  7129 96.8 33.9 233 3.2 26.2 
Moderate  7759 96.3 36.9 301 3.7 33.9 
Low  6151 94.5 29.2 355 5.5 39.9 
Institution Type       
Highest 7774 97.0 37.0 242 3.0 27.2 
High 5628 96.4 26.8 210 3.6 23.6 
Medium 5179 94.6 24.6 297 5.4 33.4 
Low 1922 94.2 9.1 118 5.8 13.3 
Specialist 536 96.1 2.5 22 3.9 2.5 
Subject Group       
Specialist vocational 5267 96.6 25.0 183 3.4 20.6 
Occupationally-oriented 11241 95.6 53.4 523 4.4 58.8 
Discipline-based academic 4531 96.1 21.5 183 3.9 20.6 
Number 21039   889   



 

Table 2 Regression Model Results  

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
 β (se) β (se) β (se) β (se) 

Gender     
Male     
Female 0.095 (0.072) 0.109 (0.073) 0.096 (0.073) 0.088 (0.073) 

Ethnicity     

White     
Non-white -0.333 (0.107) ** -0.409 (0.107) *** -0.426 (0.108) *** -0.401 (0.109) ***

Parental Education     

Neither/not declared 0.282 (0.097) ** 0.156 (0.099) 0.140 (0.099) 0.126 (0.100) 

One of parents 0.098 (0.106) 0.022 (0.107) 0.012 (0.107) 0.007 (0.108) 

Both parents     
Parental Occupation     

Managerial and professional     
Intermediate 0.168 (0.092) 0.134 (0.092) 0.126 (0.092) 0.125 (0.093) 

Routine and manual 0.252 (0.089) ** 0.161 (0.090) 0.157 (0.090) 0.148 (0.090) 

Not known / missing 0.075 (0.201) -0.071 (0.202) -0.074 (0.202) -0.082 (0.202) 

UCAS Tariff Points     

Non standard  -0.018 (0.129) -0.012 (0.129) 0.021 (0.130) 

Low     
Medium  -0.505 (0.099) *** -0.490 (0.100) *** -0.456 (0.103) ***

High  -0.849 (0.096) *** -0.775 (0.099) *** -0.696 (0.115) ***

Number of Sources of Advice      

0 to 3 sources     
4 to 5 sources   -0.111 (0.082) -0.094 (0.083) 

6 to 11 sources   -0.227 (0.094) * -0.205 (0.097) * 

Careers Guidance Satisfaction     

High      
Moderate    0.157 (0.089) 0.149 (0.089) 

Low    0.522 (0.087) *** 0.512 (0.087) ***

Institution Type     

Highest     
High    -0.010 (0.102) 

Medium    0.145 (0.111) 

Low    0.112 (0.140) 

Specialist    -0.184 (0.237) 

Subject Group     

Specialist vocational     
Occupationally-oriented    0.144 (0.089) 

Discipline-based academic    0.187 (0.109) 

Constant -3.455 (0.092) *** -2.795 (0.121) *** -2.961 (0.138) *** -3.168 (0.178) ***

* for p<.05, ** for p<.01, and *** for p<.001 
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5.3 Summary  

In summary, the results show that among respondents who applied to HE when they were 
under 21 years of age, those who had two parents who had been to university or parents 
who worked in professional and managerial jobs were less likely to have dropped out of HE 
than remaining respondents. The association between family background and the probability 
of dropout could be explained, however, by respondents’ prior level of academic 
achievement with respondents who had high levels of prior academic achievement having a 
significantly lower odds of dropout than respondents with low levels of prior ability. The 
number of sources of advice used by the respondent in applying to HE and respondents’ 
assessment of their experiences of career guidance were further factors that had an 
independent association with dropout from HE. Institution factors were not associated with 
the probability of dropout, however.  



 

62 

 

6 Conclusions 

The results of the descriptive analysis presented in this report suggest that multiple factors 
influenced the probability of dropping-out of HE during the first year of study. Respondents 
who dropped out of HE were more likely to have lower levels of prior academic achievement, 
to come from disadvantaged family backgrounds and to be studying at lower tariff institutions 
than those who completed the year in HE. The reasons given by respondents for not 
continuing in HE suggested that dropout was not a response to the cost of HE. The 
information on career attitudes and sources of guidance used by respondents prior to 
starting HE suggested, however, that a lack of sources of information about HE and a lack of 
career guidance were factors involved in respondents dropping out of HE. The descriptive 
analysis also illustrates the consequences for dropout from HE for respondent’s subsequent 
labour market outcomes. Respondents who had completed HE had significantly higher 
employment rates, were more likely to be working in professional and managerial jobs and 
had higher levels of pay than respondents who had dropped out of HE.  

In order to examine the effect of a range of family, individual and institutional characteristics 
on the probability of dropout, a series of regression analyses were undertaken. The analysis 
were organized to examine whether there was a direct link between family disadvantage and 
the probability of dropout or whether respondent characteristics are able to explain the 
association between family characteristics and the probability of dropout. The results 
showed that for young entrants to HE (i.e. aged under 21 years of age), the respondents 
prior level of academic achievement explained the higher odds of dropout for respondents 
from disadvantaged family backgrounds. The results also showed that the transitions made 
by respondents between stage 1 and stage 2 were associated with the experiences of 
career guidance and the number of sources of advice used by respondents prior to applying 
to university. In particular, respondents who gave less positive assessments of career 
guidance or who had used a low number of sources of advice in applying to HE had a higher 
odds of dropout in comparison to remaining respondents. The probability of dropout was not 
influenced by the type of institution after taking into account the characteristics of the 
respondent, however, suggesting that dropout may not be a useful indicator of university 
performance.  

The results show that dropout from HE is not easily attributable to a single cause and it is 
likely that there are few interventions that will single-handedly yield significant improvements 
in dropout rates. Interventions therefore need to focus on factors from the multiple contexts 
which are important for students (e.g. family, schools, and neighbourhoods) instead of 
considering single factors as independent problems. Although our evidence of a link from 
sources of career advice and guidance to dropout from HE is systematic and statistically 
significant, it is not spectacular; small changes in students’ circumstances could not be 
expected to yield more than small changes in outcomes. Recent work to provide prospective 
students with more information about HE is welcomed but a one-size-fits-all approach is 
unlikely to be able to address the diversity of factors and different pathways followed by 
students into HE (HEFCE 2010, Davies 2012).  



 

 

In terms of policy, our results support the conclusion that efforts to increase student retention 
need to intervene early in respondents’ transition to HE probably before students even apply 
to university. Interventions such as outreach activities including master classes to help pupils 
improve their GCSE and A level grades and summer schools which offer a taste of university 
life to pupils who may not have a family background in HE are the main route through which 
institutions are currently attempting to widen participation in HE (OFFA 2010). Universities 
increasingly focus their outreach activities on local schools and the association between the 
respondent’s prior level of academic achievement and the probability of dropout found in our 
analyses suggests that outreach activities could reduce levels of dropout from HE by trying 
to raise the achievement of students from disadvantaged family backgrounds. It would also 
be helpful for outreach activities, however, to be allied to further more intensive sources of 
advice and guidance for students with greater needs.  

The study has some weaknesses. In particular, the statistical models used in this paper 
ignore the possibility that sources of careers advice and guidance may be related to 
unobserved disadvantages that also cause dropout. The coefficient on the careers guidance 
and advice variable captures both the causal effects of careers guidance and the non-causal 
effects of the omitted factors that are associated with sources of careers guidance and 
advice. In the case at hand, because we would expect the correlation between unobserved 
characteristics which lead to dropout and respondents’ ratings of career guidance to be 
positive, we suspect that the estimates of the effect of career guidance on dropout are likely 
to be biased upwards (i.e. too high).  

A major disadvantage of the study lies in not providing much insight into the causal 
mechanisms leading to dropout and non-entry. In a quantitative study it is very difficult, 
however, to do more than obtain a few (largely indirect) quantifiable observations on the 
social influences affecting respondent’s transitions. Qualitative interviews might provide 
details of the mechanisms underlying the associations described in this study. The social 
and administrative characteristics of institutions have also been viewed as being important 
for student retention. Our analysis was only able to capture broad differences between 
institutions and it is likely that there is considerable heterogeneity in student dropout 
between similar institutions in our data.  

In conclusion, this study provides useful information on the range of factors that are related 
to dropout from HE. Although important questions remain about the processes influencing 
student outcomes, the results support interventions which seek to raise achievement and 
provide increased career guidance and advice to students prior to applying to university. 
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Appendix A Survey Attrition and 
Weighting  

The Futuretrack survey had a longitudinal design. The use of a longitudinal survey provides 
several advantages for analysis in comparison to a cross-sectional survey. A longitudinal 
survey can provide a measure of individual change for each survey member. In addition, 
longitudinal data are collected in a time sequence that clarifies the direction and magnitude 
of change among variables. For example, in comparison to a cross-sectional study we can 
be more confident that in this study the respondent’s ratings of career guidance was a cause 
rather than a reflection of dropout because career guidance was measured at stage 1 and 
dropout was measured at stage 2. There are, however, some disadvantages to using a 
longitudinal design. In particular, longitudinal surveys are subject to attrition when 
respondents who respond in the first stage or set of stages do not respond in subsequent 
stages. In a longitudinal survey the rate of nonresponse at the initial stage is usually 
comparable to that of similar cross-sectional surveys but the attrition suffered over time may 
create serious biases in an analysis. 

Whether attrition affects the statistical analysis of the survey data depends on the variables 
one is interested in. If one aims to use the survey to estimate the fraction in the population 
with a certain characteristic, then a systematically high or low dropout among those who 
have this characteristic biases the estimate. However, if one aims to estimate a model, and 
the only difference between the sample of respondents who remain in the survey and the 
initially selected sample is in the distribution of explanatory variables which are included in 
the analysis, then attrition does not affect the estimation results (Fitzgerald, Gottschalk and 
Moffitt 1998).  

Surveys of young people in higher education do not typically yield high response rates. The 
first stage of Futuretrack had an overall response rate of around 24 percent, in line with that 
found in previous postal surveys of graduates approximately 2 years after their graduation 
(Elias et al. 1999). The characteristics of respondents at stage 1 were not representative of 
all UCAS applicants, however. In particular, a comparison of information provided by UCAS 
for both responding and non-responding individuals showed that respondents were more 
likely than nonrespondents to be female and to have higher UCAS tariff points scores. A 
weight was calculated to adjust for nonresponse at stage 1. The weight was calculated by 
defining all respondents as members of weighting classes using the cross-classification of 
UCAS tariff points score and gender. The respondents in each class are then weighted in 
proportion to the inverse of the probability of response in that class. The weights ranged in 
magnitude from 2.1 to 6.4. The method used to calculate the weight assumes that the 
characteristics of respondents and non-respondents are the same within a given weighting 
class. This assumption may not be correct and its appropriateness needs to be considered 
for each analysis.  



 

 

Attrition from the survey has also been substantial. Table 1 shows the number of 
respondents at each stage of the survey. The first column in the table shows the number of 
respondents remaining in the sample by stage. As the table indicates in the second column, 
about 34 per cent of stage 1 respondents remained after the second stage, implying an 
attrition rate of 66 per cent. The actual number attriting is shown in the third column, with 
conditional attrition rates shown in parentheses. It is noticeable that the attrition rate has 
been approximately constant over time with a similar proportion of respondents leaving the 
survey at each stage after the first. By stage 4, only 10 per cent of the original respondents 
were still in the study, corresponding to a cumulative attrition rate of 90 per cent. The final 
column in the table shows the number of individuals who came back into the survey from 
nonresponse ("In from nonresponse") each year. These figures are substantial reflecting the 
effort given to advertising the survey through social media and higher education institutions.  

Table 1 Stage 1 responses for respondents with complete and incomplete responses 

Stage Total remaining in sample % of stage 1 sample Attrition In from nonresponse
1 105816 1 - - 
2 36409 0.344 69407 (0.655) - 
3 18649 0.176 19123 (0.525) 1363 
4 11719 0.110 11816 (0.633) 4886 
Note: these attrition rates condition on being a respondent at stage 1.  

In order to examine whether the data remain cross-sectionally representative in spite of 
substantial attrition the second and third columns of Table 2 show the proportion of 
respondents with each characteristic measured at the first stage who did not respond at 
stage 2 versus those who did while column 4 shows the odds ratio of attrition at stage 2 for 
each characteristic. As the first two columns indicate, respondents who did and did not 
provide information at stage 2 have many significant differences in characteristics. Attritors 
are more likely to be aged 19-20 and 21-25 years, Black, male, have studied business & 
administrative studies, mass communication and documentation or creative arts & design, 
have parents from routine and manual occupations or parents who did not attend higher 
education, have non-standard or low UCAS tariff points scores, have applied to higher 
education from further education, be resident in Greater London or have attended a medium 
or low tariff university. The clear implication of this pattern is that attritors are concentrated in 
the lower portion of the socioeconomic distribution.  

In order to adjust for the effects of attrition in longitudinal analysis a longitudinal weight was 
calculated at each stage. The calculation of the longitudinal weight first calculates an attrition 
weight using the inverse of the probability of response within cells defined by the cross-
classification of UCAS tariff points score and gender. The longitudinal weight is then given 
by the product of the previous stage weight and the attrition weight. The longitudinal weight 
is intended to allow inference to the entire population from that portion of the sample that 
responded to each stage. These weights are zero for individuals who were non-respondents 
at any time during the respective reference period. 

The extent to which the weights are successful in adjusting for the effects of attrition was 
tested by examining the effect of controlling for UCAS tariff points score and gender on the 
magnitude and statistical significance of the association between the explanatory variables 
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and dropout. If the weights are effective in adjusting for attrition, adjusting for the UCAS tariff 
points score and gender should reduce the size and statistical significance of the association 
between dropout and the explanatory variables.  

The results in column 4 show that adjustment for UCAS tariff points score and gender results 
in significant attenuation of the relationship between dropout and respondent characteristics 
for most of the explanatory variables. The use of the longitudinal weight in our analyses 
should therefore remove the most significant effects of attrition from the survey and the 
results in our study are likely to be broadly representative of those that would have been 
obtained in the population. It should be noted however that the relationship between several 
of the explanatory variables and dropout remains statistically significant. While the calculated 
weights may remove the most significant effects of attrition a degree of caution is needed in 
interpreting the results.  
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Table 2 Characteristics of stage 1 respondents who did and did not respond at stage 2 

Stage 1 Characteristics  Number of Stage 2 Odds Ratio Adjusted 
  No Yes   
Age      
18 and under 57310 64.9 35.1 1 1 
19-20 27632 68.6 31.4 0.85*** 0.95** 
21-25 10289 67.3 32.7 0.90*** 1.32*** 
26 and over 10565 59.5 40.5 1.26*** 1.91*** 
Ethnicity      
Asian 9393 69.4 30.6 1 1 
Black 4902 73.7 26.3 0.81*** 0.81*** 
White 82912 62.9 37.1 1.34*** 1.25*** 
Mixed 2990 65.0 35.0 1.22*** 1.13** 
Other 1134 64.3 35.7 1.26*** 1.26*** 
Gender      
Male 38637 66.5 33.5 1 1 
Female 67121 65.1 34.9 1.06*** 0.71 
Subject      
Medicine & dentistry 3181 58.2 41.8 1 1 
Subjects allied to medicine 7027 63.7 36.3 0.79*** 1.05 
Biology, vet science, agriculture & related 9711 63.5 36.5 0.80*** 1.06 
Physical sciences 4476 57.6 42.4 1.03 1.29*** 
Mathematical & comp science 5110 62.0 38.0 0.85*** 1.14** 
Engineering  technologies 4448 63.4 36.6 0.80*** 1.06 
Architecture  build & plan 1520 70.5 29.5 0.58*** 0.78*** 
Social studies 7701 64.6 35.4 0.76*** 0.99 
Law 4130 67.1 32.9 0.68*** 0.84*** 
Business & admin studies 7748 72.9 27.1 0.52*** 0.74*** 
Mass communication and documentation 2032 72.5 27.5 0.53*** 0.77*** 
Linguistics and classics 3182 62.1 37.9 0.85** 1 
Languages 4185 61.6 38.4 0.87** 1.03 
History & philosophical studies 3442 60.4 39.6 0.91 1.12* 
Creative arts & design 9100 70.2 29.8 0.59*** 0.84*** 
Education 3416 66.3 33.7 0.71*** 1 
Interdisciplinary subjects 8282 65.6 34.4 0.73*** 0.97 
Parental Occupation      
Managerial and professional occupations 42954 64.2 35.8 1 1 
Intermediate occupations 16982 65.4 34.6 0.95** 1.01 
Routine and manual occupations 18501 67.9 32.1 0.85*** 0.95* 
Not known & UCS missing 27379 66.4 33.6 0.91*** 0.99 
Parental Education      
Neither/not declared 56980 67.5 32.5 1 1 
One of parents 25140 64.8 35.2 1.13*** 1.06*** 
Both parents 23696 61.8 38.2 1.28*** 1.09*** 
Self-confidence      
Excellent 16569 71.0 29.0 1 1 
Very good 33056 67.0 33.0 1.21*** 1.18*** 
Good 35948 64.4 35.6 1.36*** 1.33*** 
Adequate 14749 61.4 38.6 1.54*** 1.49*** 
Not very good 5213 58.8 41.2 1.72*** 1.67*** 

UCAS Tariff Points      
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Stage 1 Characteristics  Number of Stage 2 Odds Ratio Adjusted 
  No Yes   
Non-standard 24260 67.0 33.0 1 1 
Low 16551 73.5 26.5 0.73*** 0.73*** 
Medium 24826 69.0 31.0 0.91*** 0.99 
High 34193 58.6 41.4 1.43*** 2.08*** 
School Type      
Further/higher education 26733 68.7 31.3 1 1 
Comprehensive school 29468 64.8 35.2 1.19*** 1.04* 
Sixth form college 11906 65.5 34.5 1.16*** 0.98 
Sixth form centre 702 65.2 34.8 1.17 1.08 
Grammar school 5572 60.2 39.8 1.45*** 1.11** 
Independent school 8803 64.4 35.6 1.21*** 0.91** 
Other maintained 5863 62.7 37.3 1.30*** 1.10** 
Other 1312 70.0 30.0 0.94 0.87* 
Not known 9440 65.9 34.1 1.14*** 1.09*** 
Region of Residence      
North East 3676 68.1 31.9 1 1 
Yorkshire & the Humber 7472 67.4 32.6 1.04 0.99 
North West 8547 67.4 32.6 1.03 0.97 
East Midlands 6583 65.5 34.5 1.13** 1.11* 
West Midlands 8387 63.9 36.1 1.21*** 1.18*** 
Eastern 9064 63.6 36.4 1.22*** 1.18*** 
Greater London 15053 69.7 30.3 0.93 0.94 
South East 14343 62.5 37.5 1.28*** 1.23*** 
South West 8667 61.6 38.4 1.33*** 1.31*** 
Wales 4375 65.4 34.6 1.13** 1.17** 
Northern Ireland 3010 70.3 29.7 0.9 0.92 
Scotland 8478 66.1 33.9 1.10* 0.93 
Merseyside 2116 68.1 31.9 1 0.99 
Other UK 28 78.6 21.4 0.58 0.63 
Institution Type      
Highest tariff university 24791 58.7 41.3 1 1 
High tariff university 21994 63.6 36.4 0.81*** 0.98 
Medium tariff university 27243 69.6 30.4 0.62*** 0.84*** 
Lower tariff university 10208 70.1 29.9 0.61*** 0.83*** 
General HE college 1610 70.1 29.9 0.61*** 0.80*** 
Specialist HE college 2845 68.2 31.8 0.66*** 0.85*** 
Clearing      
No 94441 65.4 34.6 1 1 
Yes 5358 70.6 29.4 0.79*** 0.89*** 
Number of Sources of Advice      
0 to 3 sources 51790 68.2 31.8 1 1 
4 to 5 sources 33381 63.8 36.2 1.22*** 1.10*** 
6 to 11 sources 9944 60.3 39.7 1.41*** 1.16*** 
Missing 10701 63.7 36.3 1.22*** 1.15*** 
Careers Guidance Satisfaction      
High  35172 64.6 35.4 1 1 

Moderate  
36451 66.2 33.8 0.93*** 0.94*** 



 

 

Stage 1 Characteristics  Number of Stage 2 Odds Ratio Adjusted 
  No Yes   
Low  29877 66.0 34.0 0.94*** 0.96* 
Positive Career Attitudes       
High 61017 65.7 34.3 1 1 
Medium 28661 65.8 34.2 1 1.04* 
Low 15814 64.5 35.5 1.05** 1.12*** 

1 Odds ratio adjusted for gender and UCAS tariff points score 



 

Appendix B Logistic Regression 
Model 

Regression models are used to describe how one variable varies as a function of another 
variable or set of variables. The logistic regression model is used to analyse outcomes 
where the response is either `No’ or `Yes’ (coded as 0 and 1, respectively). In the logistic 
model the probability of a `Yes’ response for individual i on the dependent variable Y, pi, can 
written as: 

72 

 

   
 


i

i
ii X

X
pYP

exp1

exp
1


    (2) 

or equivalently the logit of pi can be expressed as: 
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where Xi are variously called the predictor, covariate, independent or explanatory variables 
and β are as above. The logit transformation is used to ensure that pi lies between 0 and 1. 
To illustrate the interpretation of the regression coefficients we consider a model with 
dropout as the dependent variable and a single explanatory variable (e.g. age group with 4 
categories: 18 years and under, 19-20 years, 21-25 years and 26 years and over). The 
logistic model can then be expressed as: 
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where the effect of age is measured relative to that of the omitted age group (18 years and 
under). The interpretation of the model usually uses the exponential transformation of the 
model coefficients which can be interpreted as the ratio of the odds of a positive response 
for the relevant category of the explanatory variable to the odds of a positive response for 
the omitted category of the explanatory variable. For example, in the above model the odds 
of a positive response for a respondent in the youngest age group (18 years and under) is 
given by: 
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while that for a respondent in the jth age group is given by: 
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The ratio of the odds of a positive outcome for a respondent in the jth age group relative to a 
respondent in the youngest age group is therefore given by:  
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If the probability of the outcome is rare (i.e. < 0.1), the exponentiated coefficients can 
approximately be interpreted as a ratio of probabilities since p/(1-p) is approximately equal to 
p when p < 0.1  

One of the advantages of using a statistical model is that it provides measures of the 
uncertainty associated with the model coefficients. For example, a t-test can be used to test 
the null hypothesis that the true regression coefficients are zero where the test statistic is: 

 


SE
t   

and SE(β) is the standard error of the estimated regression coefficient which quantifies the 
sampling variability of the estimate. The p-value associated with the test statistic gives the 
probability of observing a statistic as extreme as the value found assuming that the null 
hypothesis is true. In this report we follow the convention of using either one, two or three 
asterisks * to highlight the level of statistical significance of the coefficient estimates (one 
asterisk represents p < 0.05, two is p < 0.01 and three is p < 0.001). In this report we also 
follow the usual convention of using p < 0.05 as a threshold at which the null hypothesis that 
the coefficient is equal to zero is rejected. 
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Appendix Table 14 Subject studied and number of dropouts between stage 1 and stage 2 
Subject Number of students Dropout % (N)

Medicine/dentistry 1325 1.1 (15) 
Subjects allied to medicine 2539 3.7 (95) 
Biological sciences 3533 3.5 (123) 
Physical sciences 1897 3.0 (57) 
Maths/computing 1937 4.3 (83) 
Engineering 1621 3.7 (60) 
Architecture/planning 447 4.0 (18) 
Social sciences 2720 3.7 (100) 
Law 1352 3.6 (49) 
Business 2088 4.1 (86) 
Mass communication 558 6.3 (35) 
Linguistics/classics 1204 3.6 (43) 
Languages 1604 4.2 (68) 
History/philosophy 1361 3.5 (47) 
Creative arts/design 2703 4.7 (126) 
Education 1148 4.3 (49) 
Interdisciplinary subjects 2840 4.5 (129) 
Total 30877 3.8 (1183) 
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Appendix Table 27 Reasons for dropping out of or not entering HE 
 Response at Stage 2 
Reason for dropout or not entering HE Dropout Non-entry 
 N Col% N Col% 
The costs 178 20.5 319 35.8 
The prospect of incurring debts 162 18.7 326 36.6 
Not sure what I wanted to do 250 28.8 250 28.1 
Personal reasons unrelated to education, grades or funding 308 35.5 173 19.4 
Decided I did not want to go to university 165 19.0 231 26.0 
Preferred to get a job 121 13.9 186 20.9 
Did not get the grades required to do the course  24 2.8 150 16.9 
Preferred to do other training 64 7.4 101 11.3 
Preferred to study part-time while earning money 63 7.3 108 12.1 
Advised not to proceed to higher education 13 1.5 35 3.9 
Number 868  890  
Note: percentages may not add to 100 per cent due to multiple response options  
 
Appendix Table 28 Main activity at stage 4 and transitions between stage 1 and stage 2 
 Response at Stage 2 
Main Activity Stage 4 Complete Dropout Non-entry 
 N Col% N Col% N Col%
Employee 6659 79.1 338 64.1 218 77.3 
Self-employed 398 4.7 39 7.4 18 6.4 
Studying 161 1.9 33 6.3 13 4.6 
Unemployed 944 11.2 78 14.8 13 4.6 
Other 148 1.8 16 3.0 4 1.4 
Not looking for work 70 0.8 18 3.4 14 5.0 
Total 8380  522  280  

 
Appendix Table 29 Occupation at stage 4 and transitions between stage 1 and stage 2 
 Response at Stage 2  
Occupation at stage 4 Complete Dropout Non-entry Total

 N Col% N Col% N Col%  

Professional/Managerial 3086 44.5 52 14.7 47 21.3 3185
Other 3850 55.5 302 85.3 174 78.7 4326
Total 6936  354  221   
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Appendix Table 30 Annual wage at stage 4 and transitions between stage 1 and stage 2 
 Response at Stage 2 
Annual Wage (£) Complete Dropout Non-entry 
 N Col% N Col% N Col%
<10000 840 12.2 66 18.2 32 14.2 
10000-11999 349 5.1 32 8.8 10 4.4 
12000-14999 584 8.5 46 12.7 22 9.8 
15000-17999 906 13.2 69 19.1 25 11.1 
18000-20999 843 12.3 38 10.5 28 12.4 
21000-23999 1197 17.4 29 8.0 29 12.9 
24000-26999 916 13.3 41 11.3 17 7.6 
27000-31999 469 6.8 14 3.9 17 7.6 
30000-32999 322 4.7 8 2.2 16 7.1 
33000-35999 160 2.3 3 0.8 10 4.4 
36000-39999 116 1.7 6 1.7 4 1.8 
40000-49999 97 1.4 1 0.3 7 3.1 
50000-59999 30 0.4 4 1.1 3 1.3 
60000-79999 26 0.4 4 1.1 2 0.9 
>80000 20 0.3 1 0.3 3 1.3 
Total 6875  362  225  
 
 
Appendix Table 31 Means of variables for mature respondents separately for respondents who 
completed and dropped out of HE during the first year 
 Response at Stage 2 
Variable Completed Dropout 
 N Row% Col% N Row% Col%
Gender       
Male 1393 94.1 32.0 87 5.9 39.7 
Female 2954 95.7 68.0 132 4.3 60.3 
Ethnicity       
White 3721 95.5 85.6 176 4.5 80.4 
Non-white 626 93.6 14.4 43 6.4 19.6 
Children in Household       
None 2657 95.4 61.1 129 4.6 58.9 
Child < 5 years 402 93.7 9.2 27 6.3 12.3 
Child 5-12 years 804 95.6 18.5 37 4.4 16.9 
Child 13-18 years 484 94.9 11.1 26 5.1 11.9 
Parental Education       
Neither/not declared 2817 95.1 64.8 144 4.9 65.8 
One of parents 904 95.4 20.8 44 4.6 20.1 
Both parents 626 95.3 14.4 31 4.7 14.2 
Parental Occupation       
Managerial and professional 1765 95.1 40.6 91 4.9 41.6 
Intermediate 993 96.0 22.8 42 4.0 19.2 
Routine and manual 1352 95.2 31.1 69 4.8 31.5 
Not known / missing 237 93.5 5.5 17 6.5 7.8 
UCAS Tariff Points       
Non-standard / Missing 3637 95.1 83.7 186 4.9 84.9 
Low 451 95.4 10.4 22 4.6 10.0 
Medium 154 95.7 3.5 7 4.3 3.2 
High 105 96.3 2.4 4 3.7 1.8 
Number of Sources of Advice        
0 to 3 sources 3124 95.2 71.9 159 4.8 72.6 
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 Response at Stage 2 
Variable Completed Dropout 
 N Row% Col% N Row% Col%
4 to 5 sources 880 95.1 20.2 45 4.9 20.5 
6 to 11 sources 343 95.8 7.9 15 4.2 6.8 
Careers Guidance Satisfaction       
High  2243 95.8 51.6 98 4.2 44.7 
Moderate  1281 95.7 29.5 57 4.3 26.0 
Low  823 92.8 18.9 64 7.2 29.2 
Institution Type       
Highest 703 94.9 16.2 38 5.1 17.4 
High 989 95.6 22.8 46 4.4 21.0 
Medium 1582 95.5 36.4 74 4.5 33.8 
Low 858 93.9 19.7 56 6.1 25.6 
Specialist 215 97.7 4.9 5 2.3 2.3 
Subject Group       
Specialist vocational 1584 95.5 36.4 75 4.5 34.2 
Occupationally-oriented 2310 94.9 53.1 125 5.1 57.1 
Discipline-based academic 453 96.0 10.4 19 4.0 8.7 
Number 4347   219   
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