
 

 

UCAS End of Cycle 2021: strong demand for UK HE midst a global 
pandemic  

 

Strictly embargoed to 00:01, Thursday 27 January 2022 

 
Today marks the final UCAS 2021 End of Cycle release, with new data breaking down 
individual university and college application and acceptance figures for the 2021 
cycle. 
 
The top headlines for the 2021 cycle are: 

• 606,645 people of all ages across the UK applied to higher education in 2021 
(+5% on 2020), with 492,005 accepted (+1%). 

 

• As the 18 year old population increases, 7% more UK 18 year olds were 
placed (27,235 up from 257,895 in 2020).  81% of students gained a place in 
their first choice university or college (up from 76%). Overall, 38.3% of UK 18 
year olds gained a placed in 2021 (up from 37% in 2020 and 34.1% in 2019).  

 

• Following the introduction of individual level Free School Meals (FSM) 
information in England as part of the UCAS admissions process, 20.9% of 
students eligible for FSM entered higher education – a record high. 2021 also 
saw a record proportion of students from the most disadvantaged areas 
enter university or college.  
 

• The number of applicants achieving the top A level grades almost doubled 
compared to 2020 (19,595 from 12,735) and nearly quadrupled from pre-
pandemic levels (5,655 in 2019). As a likely result, 103,010 UK young people 
were accepted at higher tariff providers, up 11% from 92,650 in 2020. 
 

• UCAS’ Career Finder apprenticeship searches jumped 50% in a year to 1.5 
million, with half of UCAS pre-applicants telling us they are interested in 
learning about apprenticeships as well as traditional undergraduate degrees. 
 

• Over 67,000 students aged 25 and above from the UK gained a place as they 
continue their lifelong learning. Demand for nursing courses from these 
students remained strong, as highlighted in our ‘Next Steps: Who are the 
‘future nurses’?’ report.  
 

https://www.ucas.com/file/563001/download?token=XP5Ik5yI
https://www.ucas.com/file/563001/download?token=XP5Ik5yI


 

 

• The UK remains globally attractive, with our recent ‘Where Next: the 
experience of international students connecting to UK higher education’ 
report indicating that nearly 9 out of 10 students find the UK a positive place 
to study.  Internationally, a total of 142,925 people of all ages applied (-5% on 
2020), with 70,005 accepted (+1%). 111,255 people applied from outside the 
EU (+12%) with 54,030 accepted (+2%); while 31,670 people from within the 
EU applied (-40%) with 16,025 were accepted (-50%). 
 

• Unconditional offer-making fell from a high of 15.7% of all offers made in 
2020 to 3.3% in 2021, with ‘conditional unconditional offers’ all but 
eliminated within this cycle. 

 
Clare Marchant, Chief Executive at UCAS, said: “The 2021 cycle was the first 
admissions cycle that took place end to end during a global pandemic, and the 
tremendous hard work and resilience of students has been justly rewarded with the  
increase in placed applicants as well as those getting their first choice.  
 
“Demand for UK HE remained strong in 2021 and we also saw a surge in interest in 
apprenticeship opportunities. 
 
“Today’s data also shows a significant move away from unconditional offer making 
as universities have sought to provide greater stability to students and address 
concerns from schools and colleges. 
 
“This year sees the return to exams and is the second year of what will be a decade 
of growth of 18 year olds in the UK population. As we are set to hit a million 
applicants by 2026, it will be even more important that the higher education 
admissions system meets the needs of students in this increasingly competitive 
environment. 
 
“Building on the success of a more structured clearing introduced over recent years, 
UCAS continues to simplify dates and deadlines as part of its commitment to 
continuous reform of the admissions process, as well as to pursue - in collaboration 
with its customers - reform of the personal statement and reference, as well as look 
at other far-reaching reforms such as the insurance choice.  
 
“UCAS has been working with Universities UK on its Fair Admissions Review and the 
forthcoming code of practice to ensure university offer-making remains fair and 
transparent for all.” 
 
                
Alistair Jarvis CBE, Chief Executive of Universities UK said: “It is great to see that a 
record number of people are choosing higher education and that the highest ever 
proportion of people from the most disadvantaged areas entered university.”  
 

https://www.ucas.com/file/560406/download?token=TnQfUxAL
https://www.ucas.com/file/560406/download?token=TnQfUxAL
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/what-we-do/policy-and-research/publications/fair-admissions-review


 

 

“The data on unconditional offers shows that universities have responded to 
recommendations in our Fair Admissions Review, aimed at building greater levels of 
transparency, fairness, and trust in the system, and worked hard to provide stability 
during the uncertainty caused by the pandemic. 
 
“To build on this progress, we are currently working with UCAS, universities and 
school leaders to develop a new admissions code of practice that will further 
improve fairness, deliver for students, and continue universities’ commitments to 
widening access and participation in higher education”.   
 
Embargoed links to the dashboards are available below: 

• UCAS Undergraduate sector-level end of cycle data resources 2021 
• 2021 entry provider-level end of cycle data resources 
• 2021 entry UCAS Undergraduate reports by sex, area background, and ethnic 

group 
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Notes for editors  
 
UCAS, the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service, is an independent charity, 
and the UK's shared admissions service for higher education.  
 
Our services support young people making post-18 choices, as well as mature 
learners, by providing information, advice, and guidance to inspire and facilitate 
educational progression to university, college or an apprenticeship. We manage 
almost three million applications, from around 700,000 people each year, for full-
time undergraduate courses at over 380 universities and colleges across the UK.  
 
We also provide a wide range of research, consultancy and advisory services to 
schools, colleges, careers services, professional bodies and employers, including 
apprenticeships. 
 
We’re a successful and fast-growing organisation, which helps hundreds of 
thousands of people every year. We're committed to delivering a first-class service 
to all of our customers — they're at the heart of everything we do. 
 

https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/what-we-do/policy-and-research/publications/fair-admissions-review
https://www.ucas.com/ucas-undergraduate-sector-level-end-cycle-data-resources-2021-preview?hash=QMcCEojqnjCPsL_PISEjKMCWVg--17cUN0N-ubW1bOE
https://www.ucas.com/data-and-analysis/undergraduate-statistics-and-reports/ucas-undergraduate-sector-level-end-cycle-data-resources-2021/2021-entry-provider-level-end-cycle-data-resources?hash=CkugmVjmQ_xPAJzpJGqHj7TlxL_aXgf0_APDog-GdQw
https://www.ucas.com/data-and-analysis/undergraduate-statistics-and-reports/ucas-undergraduate-sector-level-end-cycle-data-resources-2021/2021-entry-ucas-undergraduate-reports-sex-area-background-and-ethnic-group?hash=iaD5hEXuKEt-9qDmNhCNG9cn2WT4ZPKA3IdaMNta9YM
https://www.ucas.com/data-and-analysis/undergraduate-statistics-and-reports/ucas-undergraduate-sector-level-end-cycle-data-resources-2021/2021-entry-ucas-undergraduate-reports-sex-area-background-and-ethnic-group?hash=iaD5hEXuKEt-9qDmNhCNG9cn2WT4ZPKA3IdaMNta9YM
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