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Contextual Data in use:

• What do you see as the Pros and Cons of contextual data?





Contextual Data in use – Differential Offers:

• What do you see as the Pros and Cons of contextual data 

being used to make differential offers?



Contextual Data in use – Differential Offers:

Source : Fair Education Alliance



What does a ‘traditional’ 

admissions process look like?

In a more traditional admissions 

process, only the following factors are 

typically used to make admissions 

judgments:

• Predicted or actual performance in 

examinations

• The quality of the candidate’s 

personal statement, including work 

experience completed etc.

• The teacher’s reference

• Performance in an interview or in an 

additional admissions test



Contextual admissions

• “Contextual admissions” practices 

involve using the same factors in the 

traditional process but with some extra 

factors included to build up a more 

holistic picture of a candidate

• Contextual admissions are not new, they 

have been used to a varying extent for at 

least 15 years but the use of them is 

becoming increasingly common

• Each university has the freedom to make 

its own judgment about their own 

contextual admissions policy, and 

research and debate around these 

policies is ongoing
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The history of contextualised admissions
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More recent data…

Source: HEFCE, 2015
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Contextual admissions stories appear regularly in the news

Source: BBC
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Introduction

• Contextual data in context

• What is contextual data? 

• How we use it 

• Advice and guidance for applicants

• Questions



The un-level playing field



Rationale for differential offers

The drivers leading to the use of contextual data by the University 
to make differential offers to WP students are: 

• to increase intake of WP students

• the system of predicted grades disadvantages students from WP 
backgrounds who are more likely to be under-predicted

• to remain competitive



What is contextual data?

Data which helps us to consider a candidate’s application in the
context of their educational and socio-economic background and
their corresponding advantages and disadvantages.

The University of Manchester contextual data indicators are based on:

• Postcode (ACORN & POLAR)

- proxy for social disadvantage/ lower socio-economic group

• In-Care

• School performance at Levels 2 & 3

- proxy for educational disadvantage

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=imgres&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiqhoiTlJncAhUSKVAKHWCcC1QQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://www.techopedia.com/definition/31778/contextual-data&psig=AOvVaw38l50mx-fRpZHhOEEr1uJA&ust=1531470987480729


Other indicators 

• IMD – Index of Multiple Deprivation

• Household income

• First generation in HE

• Disruption to studies

• Disability information 



Which factors are ‘contextual’?

1. Individual level:

Receipt of free school meals, first 

generation at university, in care or carer, 

household income, disability, refugee, 

asylum seeker, traveler

2. Area level:

Postcode used to either estimate 

socioecomonic status (Acorn, Experian etc.) 

or determine rate of HE participation in the 

area (e.g. POLAR4)

3. School level:

Attainment at KS4 and/or KS5, school type, 

progression rate to HE, average economic 

circumstances of pupils

4. Participation in outreach

Summer Schools, Widening Participation 

programmes linked to universities (not 

always transferrable)

Source: The Sutton Trust



Contextual factors might play a 

role in determining…

Whether an applicant 

receives an offer

The grades asked for in a 

conditional offer

Whether to invite a 

candidate for an interview

Entitlement for 

scholarships and bursaries

Entitlement to apply to 

certain courses (e.g. 

foundation years)

Whether to provide further 

consideration at clearing / 

prioritisation for near 

misses



What can you do to support your students?

• Encourage students to start 

thinking about taking part in 

outreach activity at an early stage 

(end of Year 11 onwards)

• Make sure students factor in 

potential grade reductions when 

making their five UCAS choices

• Students can mention contextual 

information in their personal 

statement

• Teachers can corroborate this in 

the reference, and provide 

contextual information about the 

school too



Where is the best place to 

get further information?

• There is no substitute for going 

straight to the horse’s mouth by 

looking at websites and sending 

emails if you’re unsure

• There is a summary of contextual 

admissions at Russell Group 

universities on the Advancing Access 

website

• The Sutton Trust has produced a 

detailed report called “Admissions in 

Context”

• Keep your eye on the news!



How we use it – from E2019*
the contextual data flags

Postcode = WP Flag
Applicants holding the WP Flag are to receive additional consideration

WP Flag + education indicator = WP Plus Flag
In-Care Indicator
The WP Plus Flag or In-Care Indicator indicates a candidate who has faced 

further disadvantage and are eligible for an offer one A-Level grade (or 

equivalent) below the standard offer should they choose Manchester  as 

their Firm choice.

*applies to all courses with a minimum ABB standard offer 

UG UK 
applicants 
under 21

Applicants 
holding WP 

Flag

Applicants 
holding WP 
Plus Flag / 

In-care  
indicator



Application

Matched to WP Plus Flag Matched to WP Flag Not matched to a WP flag

Progression through the 

standard route

Applicants’ achieved and predicted 

qualifications match standard entry 

requirements *

Applicants’ achieved and predicted 

qualifications match standard entry 

requirements or within 2 A-level grades 

or equivalent)

Results Confirmation

Standard 

Offer

Admit Reject

Additional consideration: 

Borderline

Admit

*in some cases selectors may progress WP 

candidates with predictions below the standard 

offer in order to make an ‘aspirational’ offer 

Additional consideration e.g.  

Personal statement/school reference, 

additional selection methods such as 

interview, aptitude test

Differential Offer of one grade lower alongside a standard 

offer. 

For the lower offer to apply, students must make the 

University their firm choice institution. 

Additional consideration e.g.  

Personal statement/school reference, 

additional selection methods such as 

interview, aptitude test



Contextual Data alongside 
other access initiatives



Other Universities – a few examples

Differential offers
• Birmingham – 1 or 2 grade reduction
• Queen Mary, UoL – 1 grade reduction
• Edinburgh – 2 grade reduction
• Southampton
• UCL – 2 grade reduction (must complete study module).

Additional consideration
• Leeds 
• Liverpool
• Sheffield 
• Nottingham





FAQs for applicants and advisors

https://www.manchester.ac.uk/study/undergraduate/applications/after-you-apply/contextual-data/



Final thoughts/questions

Contact:
huw.peters@manchester.ac.uk
paul.martin@advancingaccess.ac.uk

mailto:huw.peters@manchester.ac.uk
mailto:paul.martin@advancingaccess.ac.uk

