
The Relative Importance of UK 
University Clearing Activities

 
Introduction: 
Clearing is a pivotal component of the UK higher education admissions process, offering 
students who haven’t secured university places a vital second opportunity. This system 
has gained prominence due to increasing competition for university spots, fluctuating 
application rates, and the evolving landscape of higher education.  
 
There has also been notable change in prospective students’ attitude to clearing, 
as many adopt a stance of negotiation and playing off of different universities over a 
period of time as their preferred approach. This paper explores the benefits, challenges, 
and strategies for enhancing the appeal and success of university clearing activities, 
supported by current statistics, trends, and forecasts.
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So what are the benefits of Clearing? 
1. Enhanced Access to Higher Education  
 
Clearing plays a crucial role in widening access to higher education. In 2023, over 66,000 
students found university places through clearing, representing approximately 11% of the 
total university intake in the UK . This inclusivity is essential for supporting social mobility 
and diversity, allowing students who might have missed their grades or reconsidered 
their choices a chance to pursue higher education. 
 
- Flexibility for Students: Students can explore different courses during clearing, 
potentially leading to better alignment with their interests and career goals. A UCAS 
survey found that 78% of students who secured places through clearing were satisfied 
with their choice, suggesting that clearing can lead to positive academic outcomes.

2. Efficient Utilisation of University Resources 
 
For universities, clearing helps fill vacancies and optimise resource use. The financial 
implications are significant; in 2023, universities filled an estimated 10-15% of their 
undergraduate places through clearing . This process helps mitigate potential revenue 
losses and supports the funding of academic programs and facilities. 
 
- Revenue and Funding: Clearing helps maintain financial stability by ensuring that 
available seats are filled, which is crucial for both
public and private institutions relying on tuition fees for operational
funding. 
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3. Responsive to Market Dynamics 
 
Clearing enables universities to adapt to shifting market conditions. In response to 
fluctuating application trends and demographic changes, clearing allows institutions 
to adjust their admissions strategies dynamically. For instance, during the pandemic, 
universities saw a 7% increase in clearing applications as students reassessed their 
options due to uncertainties . 
 
- Market Adaptability: Clearing provides a mechanism for universities to respond to 
unexpected changes in demand, aligning their offerings with current student preferences 
and market needs. 
 
 
Challenges of Clearing?

1. Perceived Stigma and Reputation 
 
Despite its benefits, clearing is often perceived as a less desirable option. A 2022 UCAS 
survey found that 45% of students viewed clearing as a fallback, which can affect both 
students’ and institutions’ reputations . This stigma can deter students from considering 
clearing as a viable pathway and challenge universities’ brand perceptions. 
 
- Branding Issues: Institutions heavily reliant on clearing may face challenges in 
maintaining a prestigious image, potentially impacting their ability to attract high-calibre 
applicants during the main admissions cycle.
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2. Operational Pressures 
 
The clearing process is resource-intensive, requiring quick decision-making and effective 
communication under time constraints. In 2023, universities reported a 15% increase in 
administrative workload during clearing , highlighting the pressures on staff to manage a 
surge in applications and inquiries effectively. 
 
- Resource Allocation: Managing the influx of applications can strain administrative 
resources, particularly for smaller institutions with limited capacities.

3. Student Anxiety and Uncertainty 
 
Students entering clearing often face significant stress and uncertainty. According to a 
National Union of Students (NUS) report, 65% of students found the clearing process 
stressful . The pressure to make rapid decisions can lead to less informed choices, 
potentially affecting long-term academic and personal outcomes. 
 
- Support Systems:  Universities need robust support systems to help students navigate 
the emotional and logistical challenges of clearing, ensuring they make well-informed 
decisions.
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Technology Stability and Resilience Under Load

1. Importance of Technology and Communication in Clearing 
 
The effectiveness of clearing operations heavily depends on the stability and resilience 
of technology and communication channels. These systems must handle high traffic 
volumes, provide real-time updates, and ensure seamless interactions between 
prospective students and universities. In 2023, peak clearing periods saw up to a 50% 
increase in website traffic and even higher surges in telephone and other communication 
channels activity. 
 
- Digital Platforms: Universities increasingly rely on digital platforms for managing 
applications, communication, and information dissemination. Websites, mobile 
applications, and online portals must be robust enough to handle increased load during 
clearing.

2. Challenges in Maintaining Stability and Resilience 
 
High demand during clearing can strain technological infrastructures and communication 
systems, leading to potential breakdowns or slow responses. Common issues include 
website crashes, overloaded call centres, and delayed responses to student inquiries . 
 
- Website Crashes: During peak clearing times, websites may crash due to high traffic, 
causing significant disruptions and potential loss of prospective students.

- Call Center Overloads: Call centres can become overwhelmed with inquiries, leading to 
long wait times and frustrated applicants.
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3. Strategies for Enhancing Technological and Communication Resilience 
 
To ensure stability and resilience under load, universities should adopt several best 
practices: 
 
- Scalable Infrastructure: Implement scalable cloud-based solutions that can adjust 
capacity in real-time based on demand. This can prevent website crashes and ensure 
continuous availability of online services. 

- Load Testing: Regular load testing of websites and applications to identify and address 
potential bottlenecks before peak periods. This helps ensure that systems can handle 
expected surges in traffic during clearing. 

- Automated Systems: Use AI-driven chatbots and automated response systems to 
handle routine inquiries and guide students through the application process. This 
reduces the burden on call centres and improves response times. 

- Redundant Systems: Implement redundant systems and backup communication 
channels to ensure continuity in case of primary system failures.

4. Communication Channels and Student Engagement 
 
Effective communication channels are essential for guiding students through the clearing 
process and addressing their concerns promptly. In 2023, universities that offered 
multiple communication channels (e.g. phone, email, chat, social media) reported higher 
student satisfaction and engagement during clearing. 
 
- Multi-Channel Approach: Adopting a multi-channel communication strategy ensures 
students have various options to seek help, reducing the risk of communication 
breakdowns and improving overall engagement. 

- Real-Time Updates: Providing real-time updates through digital platforms and social 
media can keep students informed and reduce anxiety during the clearing process.
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Improving the Appeal and Success of Clearing 
 
1. Proactive Communication and Support 
 
Universities should enhance communication strategies to provide clear, accessible 
information about the clearing process. In 2023, institutions that used targeted outreach 
saw a 20% increase in student engagement during clearing . Proactive efforts, such as 
emails, webinars, and virtual open days, can help demystify clearing and present it as a 
positive option. 
 
- Transparent Information: Detailed information on course availability, admission criteria, 
and support services empowers students to make informed decisions quickly.

2. Strengthening Student Support Services 
 
Enhanced support services can mitigate the stress and uncertainty associated with 
clearing. Universities offering comprehensive academic advising, mental health 
resources, and career counselling saw a 25% improvement in student satisfaction among 
clearing entrants. 
 
- Onboarding Programs: Comprehensive onboarding programs for clearing students can 
help them integrate into university life, increasing their chances of academic success and 
retention.
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3. Leveraging Technology and Data 
 
Advanced data analytics and technology can streamline the clearing process. Institutions 
that implemented AI-driven chatbots and automated application systems in 2023 
reported a 30% reduction in administrative workload and a 15% increase in application 
processing efficiency. 
 
- Innovative Tools: Investing in technology enhances the speed and accuracy of 
admissions decisions, improving the overall clearing experience for students and staff.

4. Enhancing Course Offerings and Flexibility 
 
Offering flexible course structures and continuously updating course offerings to reflect 
current trends can attract a broader range of students. In 2023, universities that expanded 
their course options saw a 10% increase in clearing applications. 
 
- Curriculum Development: Developing interdisciplinary and niche courses aligned 
with job market demands can make clearing options more attractive and relevant to 
prospective students.

Conclusion 
 
Clearing remains an essential mechanism in the UK higher education system, providing 
opportunities for students and ensuring universities can fill their places effectively. 

Supported by recent trends and data, clearing offers significant benefits in terms of 
access, resource optimisation, and market responsiveness.  
 
By improving communication, support services, technological integration, and
course offerings, universities can enhance the appeal and success of their clearing 
activities, ultimately benefiting both students and institutions. 
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 Clearing Assurance Services 
 
Are you seeking total confidence in your communication channels and networks for 
clearing?  
 
Please visit our dedicated clearing web page to learn more.
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