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Executive summary 
This report presents the findings of an analysis to develop a set of benchmarks to capture 
the extent to which universities in England are supporting social mobility through widening 
access to higher education. 

It summarises the socio-economic background of students attending university and 
compares this with the characteristics of 3 different groups of ‘potential entrants’: (1) all 
young people in England who took their GCSEs during 2015-2016, (2) the subset of 
students who meet the university’s entry requirements, (3) all students who meet the 
university’s entry requirements, with more weighting applied to those who live near the 
university. 

These comparisons have the potential to act as a diagnostic tool, revealing the extent to 
which unequal access to higher education may be the consequence of differences in prior 
attainment between students from different socio-economic backgrounds, and whether 
student preferences and admissions practices may also be relevant. 

In contrast to other similar benchmarking exercises, this analysis focuses exclusively on 
access to university and does not take into account differences in how student outcomes 
vary across providers. This enables us to be much more specific in diagnosing problems 
related to access in particular, and in identifying targeted solutions. 

Key findings 

The socio-economic profile of higher education students 
●​ While students attending higher education are more socio-economically advantaged 

overall than the population of all young people in England, the average 
socio-economic profile of enrolling students varies hugely between universities. 

●​ The long-standing challenge of widening participation in higher education does not 
appear to be universal across the entire sector. Around 60% of universities in our 
analysis recruit a disproportionately low number of students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. However, around 26% actually recruit a greater proportion of 
disadvantaged young people than exists within the wider population of all young 
people. This leaves around 15% of universities whose student enrolment profile is 
broadly representative of the socio-economic profile of all young people in England. 

●​ The universities which recruit the highest proportions of more advantaged students 
tend to be those that have higher-than-average entry requirements. Those which 
recruit the highest proportions of more disadvantaged students tend to be less 
academically selective institutions located in London. 

The role of prior attainment 

●​ School and college attainment at age 18 is highly stratified by socio-economic 
background. Around 45% of all young people do not achieve any A level or Level 3 
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BTEC qualifications by age 18, and young people from more disadvantaged 
backgrounds are much more likely to be in this group. Conversely, young people 
from more advantaged backgrounds are considerably more likely to achieve 3 A 
grades or higher at A level. 

●​ Despite this, most universities (around 69%) recruit students who are on average 
more socio-economically disadvantaged than the population of students who meet 
their entry requirements.  

●​ Just under a third of universities recruit students who are on average more 
advantaged than the population of students who meet their entry requirements. 
These universities tend to be academically more selective and could potentially 
recruit more disadvantaged students without lowering their entry requirements. 
The recruitment and widening-participation practices of these institutions may 
therefore warrant particular scrutiny. 

The importance of place 

●​ To the extent that institutions recruit locally, the fact that not all have enough 
numbers of disadvantaged students living nearby may constrain their ability to 
diversify their intakes without changing entry requirements. 

●​ The tendency of lower-tariff1 universities in London to recruit high proportions of 
disadvantaged students is partly explained by the fact that large numbers of 
disadvantaged young people meeting their entry requirements live nearby. However, 
even when this is taken into consideration universities in London with lower entry 
requirements still appear to be successful in recruiting large numbers of 
disadvantaged students. 

●​ High tariff institutions are more likely to recruit nationally rather than locally and 
should therefore be less affected by the numbers of socio-economically 
disadvantaged students who meet their entry requirements living nearby. 

Recommendations 

1: Improve data and sharing agreements to enable robust monitoring 

●​ 1A: Acquire application data. To know whether qualified students are being 
rejected or simply not applying, the Office for National Statistics (ONS), the 
Department for Education (DfE) and other relevant data owners should collaborate 
to find a solution or alternative pathways for linked application data to be published 
at provider level. 

●​ 1B: Prioritise individual-level data. The DfE and the Office for Students (OfS) 
should move the sector away from area-based proxies and expand the use of 
individual-level metrics, such as integrating verified household income data held by 
the Student Loans Company (SLC). 

1 In the UK higher education sector, the terms ‘high-tariff’ and ‘low-tariff’ refer to the UCAS tariff 
points that students secure based on their academic qualifications, such as A levels and BTECs. 
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●​ 1C: Track vulnerable subgroups. The higher education sector must ensure that 
expanded data access explicitly identifies highly vulnerable groups often missed by 
broad socio-economic proxies, particularly students with experience of living in care. 

2: Set tailored access goals and report on them annually 

These new benchmarks would enable a move away from a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach, 
supporting specific goals to be set in universities’ Access and Participation Plans (APPs) and 
in the Equality of Opportunity Risk Register (EORR). Higher education institutions should 
publicly link their financial planning to these goals by including a dedicated explanatory 
note in their annual financial statements. 

3: Share best practice and prioritise student success 

●​ 3A: Proactively share best practice across the sector. Universities that already 
excel in recruiting a diverse student intake should take the lead in identifying ‘what 
works’ and sharing this through national forums and sector databases such as the 
Higher Education Evaluation Library (HEEL). 

●​ 3B: Prioritise completion, performance and labour market outcomes. Because 
‘who gets on’ is just as critical as ‘who gets in’, universities must prioritise robust 
ongoing support to ensure disadvantaged students complete their degrees and 
successfully transition into strong career destinations. 

4: Remove admissions barriers and raise overall school attainment 

●​ 4A: Evaluate internal admissions barriers. Universities with disproportionately 
advantaged intakes must immediately audit their own admissions processes to 
identify and remove hidden barriers for qualified disadvantaged students. 

●​ 4B: Mandate the use of sector evidence. The OfS should mandate that these 
specific universities actively apply proven sector evidence (such as from the HEEL) 
when establishing new recruitment and admissions practices. 

●​ 4C: Deliver proportionate interventions and collaboratively expand the applicant 
pool. Rather than competing to recruit the few high-performing disadvantaged 
students, universities must deliver interventions proportionate to their size. They 
should engage in cooperative strategies with schools, colleges and the wider sector 
to tackle the attainment gap and expand the total pool of eligible applicants. 

5: Create strategic regional partnerships 

●​ 5A: Actively engage in regional widening-participation forums. Universities must 
stop competing regionally and instead participate in local networks (such as Uni 
Connect) to openly discuss region-specific access challenges, share effective 
outreach strategies and tackle under-representation collectively. 

●​ 5B: Co-design inclusive pathways. Universities, further education colleges and 
employers must work together to create flexible educational pathways, such as 
foundation years and collaborative degrees, that support disadvantaged students 
while meeting local labour market needs.  
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Introduction 
This report presents the findings of an analysis to develop a set of benchmarks to capture 
the extent to which universities in England are supporting social mobility through widening 
access to higher education. To conduct this analysis, we constructed graphs for each higher 
education provider2 in England, covering: 

●​ the socio-economic profile of all young people in England 
●​ the socio-economic profile of enrolling students at the institution 
●​ the socio-economic profile of young people who meet the institution’s entry 

requirements (which in some cases may reflect how close they live to the 
institution) 

Comparing these socio-economic profiles allows us to address the following questions: 

●​ How representative is each institution’s intake of the socio-economic background of 
young people in England? 

●​ To what extent can any under-representation of individuals from lower 
socio-economic backgrounds (or over-representation of individuals from higher 
socio-economic backgrounds) be explained by differences in institution entry 
requirements (coupled with socio-economic differences in the attainment of Level 3 
qualifications)? 

●​ To what extent can any under-representation of individuals from lower 
socio-economic backgrounds be explained by the fact that relatively fewer students 
from disadvantaged backgrounds who meet the institution’s entry requirements live 
near to the institution? 

These comparisons have the potential to act as a diagnostic tool, revealing the extent to 
which unequal access to higher education may be the consequence of differences in prior 
attainment between students from different socio-economic backgrounds, and whether 
student preferences and admissions practices may also be relevant. 

While we are aware of the potential downsides of league tables, as a public sector 
institution we have a duty to publish these results for the purposes of transparency. But it 
is important to note that our methodology has its limitations (see Section 6), and these 
league table estimates should therefore be viewed as a guidance tool rather than an 
absolute and final assessment of an institution’s performance on access and social 
mobility. We strongly encourage institutions to approach these tables with a collaborative 
rather than a competitive mindset, using the data to identify peers, learn from one another 
and share best practices across the sector. Ultimately, the aim of presenting the findings in 
this format is to maintain transparency while promoting positive, collaborative action to 
widen participation across higher education. 

2 In this report, we use the terms ‘higher education provider’, ‘higher education institution’ and 
‘university’ interchangeably to refer to English higher education providers registered with the Office 
for Students (OfS) that submit data to the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA). We provide 
information about this in Section 2. 
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In contrast to other similar benchmarking exercises, we have deliberately focused our 
analysis exclusively on access to higher education rather than incorporating student 
outcomes. By isolating access, we can diagnose problems more specifically and identify 
targeted solutions. In particular, we can determine whether under-representation is driven 
by the attainment gap in schools or by hidden barriers in universities’ own recruitment and 
admissions processes. However, we recognise that what happens during study and after 
graduation – including continuation at university, degree performance and labour market 
returns – is also extremely relevant for social mobility. Future research could use a similar 
benchmarking methodology to look at universities’ performance on these fronts. 

This analysis focuses on the most traditional pathways into higher education, observing 
young people who enrol as full-time undergraduate students at age 18 or 19. We restricted 
our assessment of entry requirements to A levels and Level 3 BTEC qualifications, both to 
ensure a robust and statistically comparable model across all universities and because of 
limitations in data availability. Alternative entry routes, such as part-time study, foundation 
years and mature student enrolment, are also vital for widening participation and driving 
social mobility. As outlined under ‘Next steps for research’, future research could explore 
specific improvements to capture these important alternative pathways. 

Population and data 
The population used in this analysis is that of all young people in England who turned 16 
and took their GCSE exams during the 2015 to 2016 academic year. This population 
includes young people attending both state-funded and independent (i.e. private 
fee-paying) schools. However, the available data for independent school pupils was less rich 
(as noted below). 

We used national administrative datasets to gather the data,3 including: 

●​ The National Pupil Database (NPD), supplied by the Department for Education 
(DfE). Within the NPD, we used data from the school census to observe students’ 
characteristics and Key Stage 4 and Key Stage 5 attainment datasets to observe 
attainment outcomes between the ages of 16 and 18. 

●​ The Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) student record. We used this to 
observe whether students enrolled at a higher education provider, and if so, which 
provider they enrolled at. 

The total size of the population was 588,300. Further details of the population and the 
data sources can be found in the technical appendix.4 Table 1 shows the progression of this 
population through the school system and (potentially) into higher education. It is worth 
noting that the time frame predates the COVID-19 pandemic. Although more recent 
cohorts were available, pandemic-related disruptions to the grading system led us to select 
earlier cohorts as a baseline. We note that trends in access to higher education are likely to 
have changed both during and after the pandemic. 

4 SMC (2026) University benchmarks Technical Annex 
3 Accessed via the Office for National Statistics (ONS) Secure Research Service. 
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Table 1: Attainment and higher education access for the population of interest 

Academic year Description 
2015 to 2016 GCSE examinations taken 
2016 to 2017 Those who progress to Key Stage 5 undertake first year of study 
2017 to 2018 Key Stage 5 attainment outcomes observed 
2018 to 2019 Some pupils enrol in higher education at age 18 
2019 to 2020 Some pupils enrol in higher education at age 19 (or continue to a 

second year of study) 

Defining socio-economic background 
All young people within this population were assigned to one of ten equally sized groups 
(deciles) based on their socio-economic background (SES). The decile scale ranges from 1 to 
10. Those in decile 1 are the most socio-economically disadvantaged and those in decile 10 
are the most advantaged. 

Young people were assigned to different deciles based on the following factors: 

●​ whether they were attending state-funded schools or independent schools during 
Year 11 

●​ among state school students, whether they were known to be eligible for free 
school meals (FSM) in Year 11 or to have been eligible at any point in the 6 years up 
to and including Year 11 (known as FSM6) 

●​ among state school students, the proportion of children in their local 
neighbourhoods who live in low-income households, measured by Income 
Deprivation Affecting Children Index (IDACI) score – the higher the score, the more 
low-income households there are in a student’s neighbourhood 

In assigning students to deciles (see Table 2), we put greater weight on school type and 
FSM eligibility than on IDACI scores. This is because school type and FSM eligibility are 
individual measures of SES, whereas IDACI is an area-based measure. We considered 
students attending independent schools to be the most advantaged members of the 
population. These students were assigned to decile 10. Since less than 10% of the 
population attended an independent school, all such students could be assigned to this 
decile. 

Students who were eligible for FSM in Year 11, or who had been eligible at any point in the 
6 years up to and including Year 11 (FSM6), were allocated to the lower end of the SES 
distribution. FSM students were considered to be more disadvantaged than FSM6 
students. Approximately a quarter of all students were either FSM or FSM6 and were 
allocated across deciles 1, 2 and 3. 

IDACI scores were then used in the following way: 

●​ to ‘top up’ decile 10, by allocating the most advantaged non-FSM state school 
students to this decile 
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●​ to support the allocation of FSM and FSM6 students across deciles 1, 2 and 3 

●​ to distribute all remaining non-FSM students in state schools across deciles 3 to 9 

Table 2: Distribution of students across SES deciles 

SES 
decile 

Description 

1 FSM students  
 
 
 

↑ Increasing 
disadvantage 

2 FSM and FSM6 students 
3 FSM6 and some state non-FSM students 
4  

 
State non-FSM students 

5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 Independent school students and some state 
non-FSM students 

 

This method made as much use as possible of the different data variables available within 
national administrative datasets. However, there are some limitations in terms of what 
data is available. For example, administrative datasets such as the NPD do not contain 
details of the incomes or occupations of students’ parents or carers. When interpreting the 
results of the analysis, the following potential limitations of the SES categorisation should 
be considered: 

●​ there may be some students who meet the eligibility criteria for FSM who have not 
applied for them – this would mean that they appear further up the SES distribution 
than they should 

●​ neighbourhood measures of disadvantage such as the IDACI are not perfect proxies 
for individual SES, because there are likely to still be high-income households in 
neighbourhoods where there is a higher proportion of low-income households (and 
vice-versa) 

●​ some students attending independent schools may reside in low-income 
households, for example if their fees are covered by bursaries or scholarships 
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The socio-economic profile of higher education 
students 

Key findings 

●​ Around 60% of universities in England recruit a disproportionately high number of 
students from more advantaged backgrounds. Approximately a quarter recruit a 
disproportionately high number of disadvantaged young people. The remaining 
15% recruit in line with the proportion of disadvantaged young people in the wider 
population of all young people. 

●​ Lower-tariff universities based in London appear to recruit the highest 
proportions of students from more disadvantaged backgrounds. 

●​ Universities with higher entry requirements, such as those in the Russell Group, 
tend to recruit higher proportions of students from more advantaged 
backgrounds. 

 

For all universities in England and for each institution separately, we observed which 
students had enrolled by the age of 19. Once these students had been identified, we 
established what proportion of enrolling students were within each of the 10 SES deciles, 
and therefore how the SES distribution of enrolling students compared with that of the 
overall population of young people. 

For a student to be counted as enrolling at a particular university, they had to be in their 
first year of study on a full-time undergraduate degree programme in autumn 2018 or 
autumn 2019, and to still be present at the university on 1 December in their year of 
enrolment. Further details are presented in the technical appendix.5 

Table 3 and Figure 1 present the socio-economic profile of first-year students attending any 
higher education provider in England who started at either age 18 in 2018 to 2019 or age 
19 in 2019 to 2020. We established the percentage within each SES decile, then used these 
percentages to calculate cumulative percentages. We then plotted the cumulative 
percentages on a graph (on the Y axis) against the SES deciles (on the X axis). 

Table 3: Socio-economic profile of students attending any higher education provider 
in England 

SES decile Frequency 
(rounded) 

Percentage (%) Cumulative 
percentage (%) 

1 11,615 6 6 
2 13,275 7 13 
3 15,850 8 21 
4 19,090 10 31 
5 18,660 9 40 

5 SMC (2026) University benchmarks Technical Annex 
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6 19,600 10 50 
7 20,805 10 60 
8 22,530 11 71 
9 24,675 12 83 

10 33,430 17 100 
 

Figure 1: Socio-economic distribution of students enrolling at any English higher 
education provider at age 18 in 2018 to 2019 or age 19 in 2019 to 2020 

 

The yellow line represents a hypothetical scenario in which the enrolling student population 
is perfectly representative (in terms of socio-economic background) of the wider population 
of all young people in England. In other words, it represents a situation where 10% of all 
enrolling students are in each of the 10 SES deciles. The blue line represents the actual 
socio-economic profile of enrolled first-year full-time students. 

Comparing the blue and yellow lines reveals the extent of the absolute gap in access to 
higher education by socio-economic background. Where the blue line is beneath the yellow 
line as in Figure 1, this suggests that among students enrolling in higher education, there is 
a disproportionately high number from more advantaged backgrounds and a 
correspondingly disproportionately low number from more disadvantaged backgrounds. 
Figure 1 shows that only 40% of enrolling students are in the bottom half of the 
socio-economic distribution (i.e. from deciles 1 to 5). 

The analysis reveals that 60% of universities recruit a disproportionately high number of 
more advantaged students. By definition, this means that they also recruit a 
disproportionately low number of more disadvantaged students. However, this is not the 
case for all universities. For example, in Figure 2, the graph for University A shows that the 
university has recruited a disproportionately high number of disadvantaged students: 
around 70% of all students enrolling are from the bottom half of the socio-economic 
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distribution. In this case, the blue line appears above the yellow line. Around a quarter of 
universities in England are in this position. 

The remaining 15% of universities in England recruit a student population which is broadly 
representative of the socio-economic status of the wider population. The graph in Figure 2 
for University B, illustrates such a scenario. This graph also shows that it is possible for the 
blue and yellow lines to cross over each other: the blue line can be above the yellow line at 
certain points in the SES distribution and beneath it at other points, depending on the 
exact proportions of students from different SES deciles who attend the institution. 

Figure 2: Examples of a university recruiting a disproportionately high number of 
disadvantaged students (A) and a university recruiting proportionally to the wider 
population (B) 

University A University B 

  

 

One way to quantify how representative a university’s enrolling population is of the wider 
population of all young people is to calculate the size of the area enclosed between the blue 
and yellow lines.6 While the numerical values produced in these calculations do not equate 
to a literal measure of students, they function as a comparative scale that allows us to rank 
and contrast different institutions. 

The calculated area will be negative for universities which recruit a higher proportion of 
more advantaged students. This is the situation when considering all full-time first-year 
students in England, as illustrated in Figure 1, where the calculated area is −75 units. In 
Figure 2, University A has a calculated area of +115 units, indicating that it recruits a 
disproportionately high number of disadvantaged students. University B has a calculated 
area which is close to 0 (−5 units), as the sections of positive and negative areas largely 
cancel each other out. A list of all the calculated area gaps for the different higher 
education providers can be found in the technical appendix.7 There were no providers where 

7 SMC (2026) University benchmarks Technical Annex 

6 This is done by calculating the area underneath the blue line (all the way down to the X axis) and 
then subtracting from that the area underneath the yellow line. 

21 

https://socialmobility.independent-commission.uk/who-gets-in-university-benchmarks-for-better-social-mobility-technical-report/#technical-appendix


 

the area between the lines was exactly 0. We considered providers to have an intake which 
was broadly representative of the wider population if the calculated area gap was between 
−25 and +25 units. 

We excluded from the analysis any university which had fewer than 25 students (when 
rounded to the nearest 5) in any SES decile. This applied to 33 out of the 127 higher 
education institutions in the HESA data. These disproportionately smaller institutions 
represent just 8.7% of the population of students enrolling in higher education at age 18 in 
2018 to 2019 or age 19 in 2019 to 2020. The socio-economic distribution of students 
attending one of the remaining 94 institutions for which we can create individual graphs is 
virtually identical to that of the overall population of students attending any of the full list 
of 127 institutions, suggesting that students attending these institutions are 
representative of the overall student population in terms of SES background. 

Throughout this report, the terms ‘higher education provider’, ‘higher education institution’, 
and ‘university’ are used interchangeably. For the purposes of our benchmarking analysis, 
these terms all refer uniformly to the higher education providers in England that are 
registered with the Office for Students (OfS) in the approved categories and that submit 
statutory data returns to the HESA. We recognise that in a wider regulatory or sector 
context, these terms can carry slightly different legal or structural connotations – for 
example, not all registered higher education providers or colleges offering higher education 
hold the official university title. However, we use them synonymously in this report to aid 
readability when discussing the 94 institutions that make up our final analytical dataset. 

Table 4 lists the 10 universities which have recruited the highest percentage of 
disadvantaged students. You can see the full list of institutions and their rankings in the 
technical appendix and interactive tool.8 

Table 4: Universities recruiting the highest proportions of disadvantaged students 

Rank University Average attainment 
points on entry 

1 Middlesex University 70.3 
2 University of East London 67.6 
3 University of Bradford 76.6 
4 University of Westminster 74.6 
5 London South Bank University 66.3 
6 Roehampton University 62.9 
7 Brunel University London 86.9 

=8 University of Greenwich 77.7 
=9 University of Wolverhampton 65.7 
10 City St George’s, University of London 95.8 

 

The third column of Table 4 shows average levels of attainment in A level and BTEC 
assessments at age 17 and 18 for enrolling students (the number of points attached to 
different qualifications is shown in the technical appendix9). To put these figures in 

9 SMC (2026) University benchmarks Technical Annex 

8 SMC (2026) University benchmarks Technical Annex, SMC (2026) University benchmarks Interactive 
Tool 
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context, the average (mean) for attainment points on entry for all 94 universities in the 
analysis is 94.3.10 

Table 4 reveals that the universities which recruit the most disadvantaged students tend to 
be based in London: 8 out of the 10 are in the capital. In particular, it is those London 
universities that recruit students with slightly lower attainment that are recruiting the 
most disadvantaged students. Out of the 10 in the list, 9 have an average attainment entry 
score that is lower than the average for all universities. The higher-tariff universities in 
London (such as University College London, the London School of Economics and Imperial 
College London), which have higher entry requirements, are not found in the list. 

We also identified the universities with the largest negative areas between the yellow and 
blue lines, i.e. those where students from more disadvantaged backgrounds are most 
under-represented. Table 5 lists the 10 universities with the lowest proportions of 
disadvantaged students (or the highest proportions of advantaged students) enrolled. 
Again, the full list of institutions and their rankings is available in the technical appendix.11 

One trend which can be observed here is that the universities which admit the highest 
proportions of more advantaged students tend to be the ones with the highest entry 
requirements. Of the 10 in the list, 9 have average attainment on entry which is 
considerably higher than the average for all universities (of 94.3). Also, 9 out of 10 are 
members of the Russell Group of research-intensive universities. The exception is Oxford 
Brookes University, which is the only university with lower entry requirements to appear in 
the list. 

Table 5: Universities which recruit the greatest proportions of more advantaged 
students 

Rank University Average attainment 
points on entry 

1 University of Oxford 151.3 
=2 University of Exeter 117.0 
=2 University of Cambridge 160.4 
4 University of Durham 136.8 
5 University of Bristol 131.9 
6 Oxford Brookes University 84.2 
7 Newcastle University 114.9 
8 Imperial College of Science, Technology and 

Medicine 
155.9 

9 University of Nottingham 120.0 
10 University of Leeds 131.7 

11 SMC (2026) University benchmarks Technical Annex 

10 It should be noted that these figures differ slightly from the ‘entry requirements’ we calculate and 
use in later analysis. 
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The role of prior attainment 
 

Key findings 

●​ For most universities, the population of students recruited is more disadvantaged, 
on average, than the population of all young people in the wider cohort who meet 
the entry requirements. However, for 29% of universities, their intake is more 
advantaged than this wider cohort. Therefore, it is likely that a significant minority 
of universities could potentially recruit more disadvantaged students without 
lowering their entry requirements. 

●​ The universities that admit the largest proportions of disadvantaged students, 
relative to the population meeting entry requirements, tend to be less 
academically selective institutions in London. 

●​ The universities that admit the lowest proportions of disadvantaged students, 
relative to the population meeting entry requirements, tend to be institutions 
with higher entry requirements. 

It is well established that average levels of attainment in school and college vary by 
socio-economic background. Where a given university recruits a disproportionately low 
number of disadvantaged students, this could be at least partly explained by the fact that 
young people from more disadvantaged backgrounds may, on average, be less likely to 
meet the university’s entry requirements. 

This section describes how we took into account the role of differential attainment by 
socio-economic background. For each university in England, we established the 
socio-economic distribution of the sub-population of all young people in the cohort who 
meet the university’s entry requirements. This enabled us to compare the socio-economic 
profile of those meeting the entry requirements of a given institution and the 
socio-economic profile of those enrolling. In turn, this helps us to understand the extent to 
which socio-economic differences in prior attainment explain the under-representation of 
disadvantaged students at a particular university, and what other factors may be at play in 
explaining different SES profiles. 

For the full population described earlier, we calculated each student’s attainment at Key 
Stage 5 (ages 17 and 18) in A level and BTEC qualifications. In the technical appendix we 
provide a detailed description of the method we used to do this.12 

Meeting a university’s entry requirements 
For each university in England, we established the socio-economic distribution of those 
meeting its entry requirements. Universities typically have different entry requirements for 
different courses. For example, a university’s entry requirements for medicine may be 
significantly higher than the same institution’s entry requirements for a social sciences 
course. Furthermore, universities admit different numbers of students to different courses. 

12 SMC (2026) University benchmarks Technical Annex 
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They might, for example, admit far fewer students to medicine than to social sciences 
courses. Our methodology took these factors into consideration. 

For each university, each member of the original population of 16 year olds in England was 
assigned a weighting reflecting the extent to which they met the university’s entry 
requirements. These weightings ranged from 0 (those who would not be able to access any 
courses at the university) to 1 (those who would meet or exceed the entry requirements for 
all courses at the university). For example, a student whose attainment would enable them 
to access courses studied by 40% of all enrolling students at the university would be 
assigned a weighting of 0.4. Further details are provided in the technical appendix.13 

For each university, we established weighted frequencies by SES decile. We then converted 
these to percentages, and cumulative percentages, in a similar manner to that described 
above in relation to enrolment. The resulting cumulative percentages were added to the 
graphs in red, alongside the yellow and blue lines. Figure 3 illustrates this. 

Figure 3: Example of a university including cumulative percentages of students 
meeting entry requirements (red line) 

 

In this case, the SES profile of those meeting the entry requirements is more 
socio-economically advantaged, on average, than that of students who actually enrol, so 
the red line appears beneath the blue line. For some universities, however, the red line 
appears above the blue line – as in the example in Figure 4. 

13 SMC (2026) University benchmarks Technical Annex 
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Figure 4: Example of a university where cumulative percentage of students meeting 
entry requirements (red line) is greater than that of students enrolling (blue line) 

 
This means that the population of those meeting the university’s entry requirements is, on 
average, less advantaged than those actually enrolling at the university. This suggests that 
there could be some steps that the university might take to recruit more disadvantaged 
students, without having to lower their entry requirements. 

The social mobility coefficient 
As with the earlier comparison between blue and yellow lines, it is possible to quantify the 
size of some of these gaps by calculating the size of the area between the blue and red 
lines.14 This is what we refer to as the ‘social mobility coefficient’: this number indicates 
how universities are performing on recruiting disadvantaged students once attainment is 
taken into account. 

Approximately 71% of the universities in our sample (67) had an area between the lines 
which was positive or 0. The remaining 29% (27) had an area which was negative. This 
means that for most universities, those meeting the entry requirements tend to be more 
advantaged, on average, than those who actually enrol. However, for a minority of 
universities, the average profile of those meeting entry requirements is less advantaged 
than that of those who actually enrol. For these universities, there may be scope to increase 
the proportion of disadvantaged entrants without having to lower entry requirements. 

Table 6 shows the universities which recruit the most disadvantaged students, relative to 
the population of those meeting entry requirements. 

14 To do this, for each university, we calculated the area underneath the blue line (down to the x axis) 
and then subtracted the area underneath the red line from this. The result can be a positive number 
(such as University C, where the calculated area is 102 units) or a negative number (such as 
University D, where the calculated area is −79 units). 
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Table 6: Universities recruiting the most disadvantaged students, relative to those 
meeting entry requirements 

Rank University Average points 
on entry 

Social mobility 
coefficient 

1 Middlesex University 70.3 257 
2 University of East London 67.6 253 
3 University of Bradford 76.6 233 
4 University of Westminster 74.6 228 
5 Brunel University London 86.9 219 
6 London South Bank University 66.3 219 
7 University of Greenwich 77.7 211 

=8 City St George’s, University of 
London 

95.8 210 

=8 Roehampton University 62.9 210 
10 University of Wolverhampton 65.7 198 

 

These are the same 10 universities as in Table 4, though the order is slightly different. The 
trend is therefore the same as that for absolute enrolment gaps by SES background, in that 
universities in London with lower entry requirements appear to recruit the highest 
proportions of disadvantaged students, relative to the population meeting entry 
requirements. 

Table 7 shows the universities which recruit the most advantaged students, relative to the 
population meeting entry requirements. These universities may have the most scope to 
recruit more disadvantaged students without having to lower their entry requirements. 

Table 7: Universities recruiting the most advantaged students, relative to those 
meeting entry requirements 

Rank University Average points 
on entry 

Social mobility 
coefficient 

1 Oxford Brookes University* 84.2 −132 
2 University of Exeter* 117.0 −79 
3 University of Oxford* 151.3 −69 

=4 University of Leeds* 131.7 −66 
=4 University of York 122.9 −66 
=6 University of Durham* 136.8 −63 
=6 University of Bristol* 131.9 −63 
8 University of Birmingham 131.3 −54 
9 Newcastle University* 114.9 −53 

=10 University of Lancaster 125.6 −51 
=10 University of Cambridge* 160.4 −51 

Note: * denotes universities listed in Table 5. 

Eight of the universities in Table 7 also appeared in Table 5 showing the universities with 
the biggest absolute gaps in enrolment by SES background. Most of these universities have 
higher entry requirements. Oxford Brookes University is an exception and appears to be a 
popular choice of university for more advantaged students with lower levels of attainment. 
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The importance of place​
 

Key findings 

●​ Introducing location weighting has different consequences for different 
universities. It reduces the size of access gaps (relative to attainment) in some 
cases while increasing it in others. On average, introducing location weighting 
reduces the size of the area between the red and blue lines. This suggests that to 
the extent institutions recruit locally, the fact that not all have substantial 
numbers of disadvantaged students living nearby may constrain their ability to 
diversify their intake without changing entry requirements. 

●​ The tendency of lower-tariff universities in London to recruit high proportions of 
disadvantaged students is partly explained by the fact that a large concentration 
of disadvantaged young people meeting the entry requirements live nearby. 
However, even when this is taken into consideration, universities in London with 
lower entry requirements still appear to be successful in recruiting large numbers 
of disadvantaged students. 

●​ Most of the universities with the largest access gaps after location weighting has 
been applied are higher-tariff ones. Some of these appear to have a large 
concentration of more advantaged students meeting the entry requirements 
living nearby, but given that we would expect these institutions to recruit 
nationally rather than locally, we should not read too much into this.  

 

So far, this analysis has illustrated that the universities which tend to recruit the greatest 
proportions of disadvantaged students are not evenly distributed geographically. Rather, 
they tend to be concentrated in London. This could be explained by the fact that there is a 
greater concentration of higher-attaining disadvantaged students in London, coupled with 
the fact that some students may prefer to attend a university which is close to where they 
grew up. 

In this section, we take account of the relative proximity of disadvantaged students who 
meet a university’s entry requirements, by introducing location weighting into the analysis. 
This weighting works on the premise that students may be more inclined to attend 
universities which are closer to their original area of residence and less inclined to move 
long distances away from home to attend university. While this is likely to be true to a large 
extent, there could be some limitations associated with the assumption. For example, 
students may be more willing to move a greater distance from home to attend a high-tariff 
university than a low-tariff one. 

For each university, every prospective entrant was assigned a location weighting, calculated 
as the inverse of the distance in kilometres between the student’s home (at age 16) and 
the university. This was then used in conjunction with the qualification weighting 
(described in the previous section) to give greatest weight to individuals meeting more of 
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the university’s entry requirements who lived closer to the institution. We might reasonably 
consider these students to have the greatest potential to enrol at the university. 

Figure 5 illustrates the effect of introducing location weighing, using the example of a 
university based in London which has lower-than-average entry requirements. 

Figure 5: Example of a university with (right chart) and without (left chart) location 
weighting 

 

The blue line (reflecting actual enrolments) is in the same position on both graphs. 
However, in the location-weighted graph on the right, the red line appears higher than it 
does in the non-location-weighted graph on the left. This likely reflects the fact that there 
is a concentration of more disadvantaged students (who also meet the entry requirements) 
living close to the university. As more weight is placed on those living near to the university 
in the right-hand graph, the population of prospective students meeting the entry 
requirements becomes more disadvantaged and the line moves upwards. The upwards 
movement of the red line also has the effect of reducing the size of the area between the 
red and blue lines (the social mobility coefficient). This area is reduced from 253 units in the 
left-hand graph to 141 units in the right-hand graph. In other words, the fact that the 
university has been able to successfully recruit so many disadvantaged students becomes 
somewhat less noteworthy once we take into account the fact that there is a concentration 
of disadvantaged students (who meet the entry requirements) living close to the university. 

Applying location weighting to the analysis does not always have the effect of moving the 
red line upwards, as illustrated in Figure 6. 
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Figure 6: Example of a university where once location weighting is applied, the 
cumulative percentage of students meeting entry requirements (red line) moves 
downward 

 

In this scenario, the red line moves down once the location weighting is applied. This could 
suggest that the population of those who meet entry requirements and live close to the 
university is more advantaged. This could partly explain why the university recruits a smaller 
proportion of disadvantaged students than might be expected, even relative to the 
population (nationally) of all students who meet their entry requirements. 

Given that the red line moves following the use of location weighting (while the blue line 
remains unchanged), this has the effect of changing the size of the area between the blue 
and red lines (the social mobility coefficient). In the example in Figure 6, the size of the area 
between the lines reduces from −69 units to −12 units once we apply location weighting. On 
average, the gap between the lines is smaller once we apply location weighting, with the 
average area gap (for all higher education providers) dropping from 53.3 units without 
weighting to 37.8 units when weighting is used. 

Once we had calculated area gaps between the red and blue lines for all the 
location-weighted graphs, we could identify the universities with the largest positive gaps 
(in other words, where the blue line is above the red lines). Table 8 lists these universities. 

Table 8: Universities recruiting the most disadvantaged students relative to those 
meeting entry requirements, location weighting applied 

Rank University Average 
attainment 

points on entry 

Social mobility 
coefficient 

1 University of Bradford* 76.6 189 
2 Brunel University London* 86.9 187 
3 Middlesex University* 70.3 184 
4 Roehampton University* 62.9 175 
5 Kingston University 69.7 154 
6 University of Wolverhampton* 65.7 153 
7 University of Westminster* 74.6 151 
8 University of Northampton 66.3 149 
9 Coventry University  80.0 141 
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10 University of East London* 67.6 141 
Note: * denotes universities listed in Table 6. 

Out of the 10 universities in Table 8, 7 also appeared in Table 6, where location weighting 
was not used. The location weighting has had the consequence of removing 3 London 
universities (London South Bank University, University of Greenwich and City St George’s). 
However, a new London university (Kingston University) has appeared, along with University 
of Northampton and Coventry University. The introduction of location weighting has 
therefore slightly reduced the number of London universities in this list (from 8 to 6) 
compared with Table 6. Nonetheless, these results suggest that universities in London are 
still effective in recruiting a large number of more disadvantaged students, even once we 
take into consideration the proximity of a large number of disadvantaged students who 
meet entry requirements. 

Table 9 shows the universities with the largest negative area gaps between the blue and 
red (location-weighted) lines. 

Table 9: Universities recruiting the most advantaged students, relative to those 
meeting entry requirements, location weighting applied 

Rank  University Average 
points on 

entry 

Social mobility 
coefficient 

1 University of Birmingham* 131.3 -103 
2 Oxford Brookes University* 84.2 -93 
3 University of Liverpool 116.1 -92 
4 University of Leeds* 131.6 -89 
5 University of the Arts, London 86.6 -79 
6 University College London 135.3 -66 
7 Leeds Arts University 93.4 -61 
8 University of Manchester 129.9 -58 
9 University of Exeter* 117.0 -57 

10 University of Lancaster* 125.6 -55 
Note: * denotes universities listed in Table 7. 

There is some overlap between the universities in this list and those in Table 7, which does 
not account for location weighting, with 5 appearing in both lists. For some of the 
highest-tariff universities (such as University of Oxford and University of Cambridge), the 
gaps between the red and blue lines reduce once we apply location weighting, although we 
would expect these institutions to recruit nationally rather than locally. 

In addition to Oxford Brookes University, 2 other universities with lower average attainment 
on entry appear in Table 9. However, these are both arts universities, where there may be 
less emphasis during admission on A level or BTEC attainment and more on other factors 
such as portfolios of submitted work or auditions. We do not account for such factors in 
the analysis. 

 

33 



 

34 



 

University ‘types’ 
 

Key findings 

●​ Based on the developed benchmarks and social mobility coefficients, we can 
group universities into different categories depending on their patterns: 

○​ universities with the highest proportions of the most advantaged 
students, such as University of Durham and UCL 

○​ other universities with the highest absolute gaps in enrolment, such as 
Loughborough University and Newcastle University 

○​ universities which are broadly representative by SES, such as Buckingham 
New University and Canterbury Christ Church University 

○​ universities with small gaps between students meeting the requirements 
and students enrolling, such as University of Surrey and Nottingham Trent 
University 

○​ universities which recruit the highest proportions of disadvantaged 
students, such as Aston University and Birmingham City university 

 

We grouped universities into different categories, with all universities in the same category 
showing similar patterns in terms of the socio-economic access gradient. We did this on 
the basis of the non-location-weighted graphs. We undertook the grouping presented in 
this section using a combination of visual inspection of graphs and the drawing of certain 
thresholds within the data. 

Below we discuss and present examples of the following university ‘types’: 

●​ universities with the highest proportions of the most advantaged students – these 
universities have high proportions of enrolling students from decile 10, most of 
whom attended independent schools 

●​ other universities with the highest absolute gaps in enrolment – these universities 
recruit a lower proportion of more disadvantaged students overall 

●​ universities which are broadly representative by SES – where roughly 10% of 
enrolling students can be found in each of the 10 SES deciles 

●​ universities with small gaps between the red and blue lines – where the 
socio-economic distribution of those meeting entry requirements is similar to that 
of those enrolling 

●​ universities which recruit the highest proportions of disadvantaged students – 
these universities recruit a particularly high proportion of students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds 
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There are a small number of institutions whose patterns do not fit naturally into any of the 
above categorisations. We include figures for these institutions in the technical appendix.15 

Universities with the highest proportions of the most 
advantaged students 
A small number of universities recruit a particularly high proportion of students from decile 
10. This is the most advantaged socio-economic decile in the analysis, comprising 
independent school students and those state school students who live in neighbourhoods 
with the lowest proportions of low-income households. The universities included in this 
group follow a pattern similar to the example in Figure 7. They are: 

●​ University of Durham 
●​ University College London 
●​ University of Oxford 
●​ University of Exeter 
●​ University of Cambridge 
●​ University of Bristol 
●​ Oxford Brookes University 
●​ London School of Economics and Political Science 
●​ Imperial College London 

Figure 7: University of Oxford – example of a university with the highest proportions 
of the most advantaged students 

 

Note: This chart is based on the non-location-weighted model. 

15 SMC (2026) University benchmarks Technical Annex 
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The graphs for all of these universities have blue lines which are steep at the end (from 
decile 9 to decile 10).16 The 3 London universities in this group have slightly shallower lines 
further down the SES distribution, with blue and red lines that cross over one another. 
These London universities therefore recruit both a high proportion of more advantaged 
students and a high proportion of less advantaged students relative to the population of 
those students who meet their entry requirements. 

The red lines are relatively low on these graphs, reflecting the fact that disadvantaged 
students may be less likely to meet the entry requirements for these universities. As the 
entry requirements tend to be lower at Oxford Brookes University, the red line appears 
higher and the gap between the red and blue lines is large. 

Other universities with the highest absolute gaps in enrolment 
This next group concerns other universities where disadvantaged students have lower 
enrolment rates – in other words, universities which have large gaps between the yellow 
and blue lines which are not already included in the first category above. These universities 
are: 

●​ Loughborough University 
●​ Newcastle University 
●​ University of Birmingham 
●​ University of Lancaster 
●​ University of Leeds 
●​ University of Liverpool 
●​ University of Reading 
●​ University of Sheffield 
●​ University of Southampton 
●​ University of Warwick 
●​ University of York 
●​ University of Nottingham 

16 To see the detailed charts for each university, visit the Interactive Tool. 
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Figure 8: Loughborough University – example of other universities with the highest 
absolute gaps in enrolment 

 

As Figure 8 shows, in this group there is a large gap between the yellow and blue lines, with 
the blue line always beneath the yellow line. However, even within the group there is 
variation in the extent to which the SES profile of entrants varies relative to the SES profile 
of those meeting the entry requirements. At most of these universities, the population of 
students meeting the entry requirements is more disadvantaged, on average, than the 
population of enrolling students. These universities may be able to take steps to recruit 
more disadvantaged students without having to lower their entry requirements. 

University of Warwick seems to be an exception, where the enrolling population appears to 
be more disadvantaged than the population of students who meet entry requirements. 
University of Southampton and University of Nottingham have an SES enrolment profile 
which is very similar to that of students who meet their entry requirements. 

Universities which are broadly representative by SES 
Many universities have an enrolment profile which is broadly representative, by SES, of the 
population of all students. In these cases, roughly 10% of all enrolling students are found in 
each of the 10 SES deciles. Examples are: 

●​ Buckinghamshire New University 
●​ Canterbury Christ Church University 
●​ De Montfort University 
●​ Leeds Trinity University 
●​ Liverpool Hope University 
●​ St Mary’s University (Twickenham) 
●​ Staffordshire University 
●​ Manchester Metropolitan University 
●​ University of Central Lancashire 
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●​ University of Kent 
●​ University of Salford 
●​ University of Derby 

Figure 9: Buckinghamshire New University – example of universities which are 
broadly representative by SES 

 

These universities are geographically dispersed, found in the north of England, the Midlands 
and the south. One thing that these universities have in common is that they tend to be 
slightly lower-tariff modern ‘post-92’ institutions. 

As in the example in Figure 9, in these cases the red line is beneath the blue line. This 
means that the population of all enrolling students is more disadvantaged, on average, 
than the population of all students who meet the university’s entry requirements. 

Universities with small gaps between the red and blue lines 
For some universities, the SES profile of enrolling students closely mirrors the SES profile of 
all those who meet the university’s entry requirements. Some universities in this 
circumstance – such as University of Southampton and University of Nottingham – were 
already included in an earlier grouping. The list below and Figure 10 present examples of 
this type of university: 

●​ Bournemouth University 
●​ Leeds Beckett University 
●​ Royal Holloway and Bedford New College 
●​ University of Chester 
●​ University of Lincoln 
●​ University of Surrey 

39 



 

●​ Solent University 
●​ Nottingham Trent University 
●​ University of Chichester 
●​ University of East Anglia 
●​ University of Arts, London 
●​ University of Manchester 
●​ York St John University 
●​ Northumbria University (in Newcastle upon Tyne) 
●​ University of Plymouth 

Figure 10: Bournemouth University – example of universities with small gaps 
between students meeting the requirements and students enrolling 

 

These universities are also dispersed geographically, found across all regions of England. As 
in Figure 10, the red and blue lines are always beneath the yellow line. At these universities, 
the SES profile of enrolling students tends to be more advantaged, on average, than that of 
all young people. However, in each case, the SES distribution of those enrolling simply 
mirrors that of those who meet entry requirements. Most of the universities in this group 
are institutions with lower entry requirements. 

Universities which recruit the highest proportions of 
disadvantaged students 
These universities recruit a disproportionately high number of disadvantaged students, 
compared with the wider population. They are: 

●​ Aston University 
●​ Birmingham City University 
●​ Brunel University London 
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●​ City St Georges, University of London 
●​ Coventry University 
●​ Goldsmith College 
●​ Kingston University 
●​ London South Bank University 
●​ Middlesex University 
●​ Queen Mary University of London 
●​ Roehampton University 
●​ Teesside University 
●​ University of Bradford 
●​ University of East London 
●​ University of Greenwich 
●​ University of Northampton 
●​ University of West London 
●​ University of Westminster 
●​ University of Wolverhampton 
●​ University of Bedfordshire 
●​ University of Hertfordshire 

Figure 11: Aston University – example of universities which recruit the highest 
proportions of disadvantaged students 

 

As illustrated by the example in Figure 11, these universities are characterised by high blue 
lines, which sit above the yellow lines. The red lines sit beneath the yellow lines, illustrating 
that the population of young people who meet the entry requirements for these 
universities is more advantaged, on average, than the population of all young people.  

Nonetheless, the populations of students who actually enrol at these universities is more 
disadvantaged, on average, than the wider population of all young people. There will be 
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many more advantaged students who meet the entry requirements for these universities, 
but these students tend to attend other universities instead. 

The universities in this group tend to have lower-than-average entry requirements. There is 
the odd exception, such as Queen Mary University of London, which is a member of the 
Russell Group of research-intensive universities. Universities in London with lower entry 
requirements are also especially well represented in this group.  

42 



 

43 



 

Limitations 

Data limitations 
The robustness of our findings is primarily constrained by the use of administrative proxies 
for socio-economic status within the NPD, as direct data on parental income or occupation 
is unavailable. FSM eligibility identifies only those who have formally registered, potentially 
misclassifying eligible but unregistered students into higher SES deciles. Similarly, the IDACI 
is an area-based measure that may not accurately reflect the specific circumstances of 
individual households within a neighbourhood. For students in the independent sector, the 
absence of home postcodes necessitated the use of school locations as a proxy for 
geographical data, and we assigned all such students to the most advantaged decile, 
overlooking those attending on bursaries. Furthermore, the analysis of entry requirements 
is limited to A levels and BTECs, excluding approximately 11.2% of students with 
alternative qualifications. Finally, the dataset represents a pre-pandemic cohort (2018 to 
2020), and 33 smaller or specialist institutions were excluded to comply with HESA 
reporting restrictions on low frequencies. 

Methodological limitations 
We had to make several specific assumptions in order to model university access, 
particularly regarding how entry requirements and student mobility are calculated. Rather 
than using advertised grades, we inferred entry requirements from the actual attainment of 
enrolled students, removing the bottom 10% to account for contextual offers or 
extenuating circumstances. While this provides a realistic estimate, it remains an 
approximation rather than a definitive standard. This is compounded by the fact that for 12 
high-tariff providers with very low BTEC intake, BTEC qualifications were not considered to 
meet entry criteria at all. The model also applies location weighting based on the premise 
that students prefer local institutions. However, this may be less applicable to high-tariff 
‘national recruiters’ such as the University of Oxford or the University of Cambridge, for 
which students are historically more willing to travel. Additionally, the process of dividing 
students into equal SES deciles relied on arbitrary cut-offs within IDACI scores to maintain 
statistical balance, which may influence the precision of decile-based comparisons. 

Conceptual limitations 
From a conceptual standpoint, the scope of this research is strictly limited to the point of 
university access and enrollment. It does not extend to the student journey beyond 
admissions, meaning that it does not evaluate crucial outcomes such as university 
continuation rates, final degree classifications or subsequent graduate earnings. Moreover, 
while the benchmarks compare the profile of qualified individuals against those who 
eventually enrol, they do not track application behaviour. Therefore, the analysis can 
identify the under-representation of disadvantaged students at specific institutions, but it 
cannot definitively determine whether this is a result of student preferences and a lack of 
applications, or of the specific admissions practices and biases of the institutions 
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themselves. For further detail regarding the specific methodology employed and a 
comprehensive breakdown of these limitations, please refer to the technical appendix.17 

 

17 SMC (2026) University benchmarks Technical Annex 
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Recommendations 
The innovative nature of the access curve and social mobility coefficient provides 
universities with a clear diagnostic tool to understand whether recruitment gaps are due to 
prior attainment differences or other barriers in their recruitment and admissions 
processes. The analysis shows that social mobility success is achievable across different 
types of institutions, whether they are high tariff and national, low tariff and regional, or 
anywhere in between. 

Policy recommendations 
Informed by the findings presented in this report, we make the recommendations below. 

Recommendation 1: Data holders/owners across government and the higher education 
sector should improve data and sharing agreements to enable robust monitoring of fair 
access 

To build an accurate picture of social mobility, the sector must move away from area-based 
proxies and secure access to more-precise and better-linked data. Specifically, we 
recommend: 

●​ 1A: Acquire application data. Securing this data at higher education provider level 
is essential in order to distinguish whether under-representation is driven by a lack 
of applications from disadvantaged students or by the universities' own admissions 
practices. DfE, ONS and other relevant data owners should collaborate to find a 
solution or alternative pathways for linked application data to be published at 
provider level.​
 

●​ 1B: Prioritise individual-level data. The DfE and the OfS should establish 
consensus, between themselves and across the sector, on socio-economic status 
measures and expand the use of individual-level metrics. The sector should also 
integrate household income data held by the Student Loans Company (SLC).​
 

●​ 1C: Track vulnerable subgroups. Bodies that collect student data, such as the DfE, 
UCAS and HESA, should expand data access to allow the identification and tracking 
of highly vulnerable groups that are often missed by broad socio-economic proxies, 
particularly students with experience of being in care or those in long-term 
unemployed families. 

Recommendation 2: The OfS should set specifically tailored access goals, and higher 
education institutions should integrate these goals into their annual reporting  

Since universities have different socio-economic profiles, a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to 
widening access will not work. This is already recognised by the OfS, which monitors 
universities’ Access and Participation Plans (APPs). The OfS should use these benchmarks 
to tailor specific access goals and guidelines around APPs and the Equality of Opportunity 
Risk Register (EORR).18  

18 See OfS, ‘About the risk register’ (accessed 1 April 2026). 
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Higher education institutions should integrate these tailored OfS access goals into their 
annual reports, including an explanatory note in their financial statements. This will 
connect their financial planning to their access and participation objectives, which should 
drive more proactive management at the highest levels. 

Recommendation 3: Universities excelling in diverse and representative access should 
share best practice and prioritise completion, performance and labour market 
outcomes 

●​ 3A: Proactively share best practice across the sector. Universities with strong 
performance in recruiting socio-economically diverse student intakes should identify 
‘what works’ and share this through national and regional forums. This will promote 
collaborative, place-based approaches rather than focusing on competition. To 
ensure this translates into sector-wide improvements, universities should publish 
their evidence in available sector databases, such as the Higher Education 
Evaluation Library (HEEL).19 

 

●​ 3B: Prioritise completion, performance and labour market outcomes. Widening 
access is only the first step: ‘who gets on’ is as critical as ‘who gets in’. Universities 
must prioritise ongoing support to help students from disadvantaged backgrounds 
to navigate their degree, achieve strong academic performance and transition 
successfully to career destinations.  

Recommendation 4: Universities with disproportionately advantaged intakes should 
remove internal admissions barriers and deliver interventions proportionate to 
institutional size, using sector evidence to establish these new practices 

●​ 4A: Evaluate internal admissions barriers first. If an institution is failing to recruit 
from the existing pool of qualified disadvantaged students, it must audit its 
admissions processes to identify areas for improvement within its context and 
specific needs.​
 

●​ 4B: OfS should mandate the use of sector evidence to establish new practices. 
Universities must consider and apply evidence from shared sector resources, 
specifically the HEEL, when establishing recruitment and admissions practices. This 
ensures that institutions are held accountable for adopting best practices.​
 

●​ 4C: Deliver interventions proportionate to institutional size and collaboratively 
expand the applicant pool. Universities must adopt concrete practices where the 
magnitude of the work is directly proportionate to the size of the institution. 
Widening participation should be recognised as a wider education sector effort, not 
a burden for universities to carry alone. The school attainment gap remains a 
primary barrier to access; rather than competing to recruit high-performing 
disadvantaged students, universities must co-operate with schools, colleges and 
the wider sector to tackle this gap and expand the total pool of eligible applicants. 

19 See TASO (Transforming Access and Student Outcomes in Higher Education), ‘Project: Higher 
Education Evaluation Library (HEEL)’ (accessed 1 April 2026). 
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Recommendation 5: Universities should create regional place-based and strategic 
partnerships between higher education and further education institutions to drive 
regional social mobility 

Widening access must be a collaborative endeavour, not a competition between providers. 
To effectively tackle under-representation, the sector must shift towards a place-based 
approach that brings together local educational institutions such as mayoral authorities, 
local government and skills bodies, and employers around shared regional goals. 
Specifically: 

●​ 5A: Actively engage in regional widening-participation forums. Universities 
should participate in existing regional networks (such as Uni Connect partnerships20) 
or lead the creation of new ones where they do not exist. Within these collaborative 
spaces, institutions should use the Social Mobility Commission benchmarks as a tool 
to openly discuss region-specific access challenges, share effective outreach 
strategies (see recommendation 3A), and build targeted partnerships to tackle 
under-representation collectively rather than competing for the same pool of 
students.​
 

●​ 5B: Co-design inclusive pathways with further education colleges and 
employers. Universities, further education colleges and employers must work 
together to create flexible educational pathways (such as foundation years and 
collaborative degree programmes) that support students from all socio-economic 
backgrounds. These pathways should not only widen access to higher education but 
also directly address the specific skills and labour market needs of the regional 
economy. 

Next steps for research 
Following extensive consultation with the higher education sector, researchers, and social 
mobility organisations, we have identified several key areas for expanding and refining the 
university benchmarks in future iterations. To build a more comprehensive and actionable 
diagnostic tool, future research should focus on the following priorities: 

●​ Update for most recent years and track long-term progress. The baseline data 
(2018 to 2020) reflects a pre-COVID-19 landscape. More recent data was available, 
but pandemic-related disruptions to the grading system would not have allowed us 
to create a baseline measure. At the same time, universities have significantly 
changed their approach to recruitment, admissions and contextual offer-making 
since the pandemic. Consequently, the analysis in this report may not fully capture 
recent improvements and challenges. Future research should use the most recent 
datasets (from 2023 onwards) to reflect the current reality and ensure that 
longer-term trends and changes are tracked over time.​
 

●​ Incorporate application and offer data into the benchmark charts. Currently, the 
benchmarks compare the profile of qualified individuals against those who 
eventually enrol, but they do not track application behaviour. Without application 

20 See OfS, ‘About Uni Connect partnerships’ (accessed 1 April 2026). 
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and offer data, we are not able to determine whether under-representation is driven 
by student preferences and a lack of applications, or by the admissions practices 
and offer rates of universities themselves. Future research should explore 
partnerships with bodies such as DfE and UCAS to secure this missing information. 
By plotting application and offer rates as additional lines on the benchmark charts, 
the tool will be able to pinpoint exactly where in the pipeline (outreach, application 
or offer stage) qualified disadvantaged students are being left behind.​
 

●​ Include alternative entry routes and part-time and mature students. The 
benchmark is designed around the traditional full-time A level and BTEC pipeline for 
18- and 19-year-olds; it does not include part-time learners, mature students and 
those entering through alternative routes such as foundation years. These 
exclusions were due to limitations in data availability and the need to ensure 
statistical robustness when estimating minimum entry requirements across the 
sector. However, given that these routes are vital for widening participation and 
sector resilience, future iterations of this research should explore ways to 
incorporate them.    
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Glossary​
 

Term Definition 

Access curve A plotted line showing the cumulative percentage of 
enrolled first-year, full-time undergraduate students 
(on the y-axis) against their socio-economic 
background deciles (on the x-axis). By comparing this 
curve against a hypothetical baseline of equal 
distribution, the access curve reveals the extent of 
the gap in access to higher education by 
socio-economic background. 

Entry requirements Calculates entry standards based on the actual 
grades achieved by students who successfully 
enrolled rather than using the advertised grade 
requirements published on university websites. 

Higher education provider/higher 
education institution 

Used interchangeably to refer to providers in England 
registered with the Office for Students (OfS) in the 
approved categories and submit statutory data 
returns to the Higher Education Statistics Agency 
(HESA). This includes registered providers that do not 
hold the ‘university’ title. 

High-tariff Universities that are academically more selective and 
set higher than average entry requirements. 

Location-adjusted An analytical adjustment that refines a university’s 
expected student intake by taking into account 
where qualified prospective students actually live. 

Low-tariff Universities that are academically less selective and 
set lower than average entry requirements. 

School attainment gap The disparity in academic grades and qualifications 
achieved at school or college between young people 
from different socio-economic backgrounds.  

Social mobility coefficient A numerical benchmark that indicates how well a 
university is performing in recruiting 
socioeconomically disadvantaged students once 
school-level academic attainment is taken into 
account. 
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