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Abstract 

In this paper, we investigate individual characteristics and labour market outcomes for 
students progressing to first degree qualifications after attaining a level 3 BTEC. Using a 
comparison group of individuals holding level 3 BTECs as their highest qualification, we 
estimate earnings and employment differentials for students progressing to a first degree. 
Earnings differentials estimates are typically positive and, in the most comprehensive 
specification used, around 18% and 22% (males and females respectively) for the group with 
level 3 BTECs and no A levels and about 15% and 23% for the group holding a combination of 
BTECs and A levels. Employment effects are also positive and between 1.5 and 2 percentage 
points. A comparison with outcomes observed for the group achieving first degree 
qualifications after achieving 2 or more A levels is more problematic due to the very 
substantial difference in characteristics between individuals who follow different routes into 
higher education. However, analysis by degree subject area suggests that earnings 
differentials are comparable across level 3 routes (BTECs and 2 + A levels) for students 
achieving degrees in ‘Architecture’, ‘Engineering and Technology’, and (for females only) 
‘Subjects allied to Medicine’. 
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Executive Summary 

Previous CVER analyses1 showed that earnings differentials are typically lower for males 
holding level 3 BTECs as their highest qualification compared to other level 3 qualifications. 
However, BTECs qualifications are more likely to act as a stepping stone for further study 
compared to other vocational routes2. In fact, around 55% of learners in possession of level 3 
BTECs achieve at higher levels and around 30% achieve at first degree level or above.  As such, 
in this paper, we look at individual characteristics and labour market outcomes of individuals 
achieving BTECs at Level 3 and progressing to higher education.  The analysis is undertaken at 
aggregate level first and then disaggregating by subject area of study. When possible, the 
group holding a combination of level 3 BTECs and A levels was considered separately.  

Additionally, we try to compare outcomes for the group following the BTEC route with 
outcomes for the group following the academic A level route (in possession of 2 or more A 
levels). However, there is a strong selection effect into either route based on prior attainment 
and other observable and unobservable characteristics and, as a consequence, results may 
not be fully comparable across the two routes and should be considered with caution.  

The main findings shows  positive earnings differentials for those progressing to a first degree 
via the BTEC route, with estimated effects around 18% and 22% (females and males 
respectively) for those in possession of level 3 BTECs and no A levels and about 15% and 23% 
for students holding a combination of BTECs and A levels. There is significant variation by 
degree subject area, with the highest earnings differentials found for ‘Architecture’, 
‘Engineering and Technology’, ‘Computer Science’ and (for females only) ‘Subjects allied to 
Medicine’. Employment effects are also positive and around 1.5 to 2 percentage points 
(proportion of the year in employment) compared to the group holding BTECs at level 3 as 
highest qualification.      

When we use a common counterfactual group (i.e. those who either achieve BTECs or 2+ A-
levels or some combination as their highest qualification), we still find positive earnings 
differentials for those achieving a degree via the BTEC route (i.e. between 16% and 18%). The 
gap with the estimates for achievers via the A level route is large in the baseline regressions 
(in excess of 20 percentage points), but becomes smaller (around 5 percentage points) as we 
introduce further variables in the model.  

Overall, the analysis confirms that BTECs act as a stepping stone for further study especially 
for learners studying specific BTEC 3 subject areas. Expected earnings and employment 
differentials for someone progressing from a level 3 BTECs to a first degree are positive, with 
significant variation (for earnings differentials) by degree subject area of study.   

1 Patrignani, P., Conlon, G. and Hedges, S. (2017) The earnings differentials associated with vocational education and training using the 
Longitudinal Education Outcomes data, CVER Discussion Paper 007 (http://cver.lse.ac.uk/textonly/cver/pubs/cverdp007.pdf); 
2  Conlon, G., Hedges, and Patrignani, P. (2018) Further analysis of the earnings differentials associated with BTECs, CVER Briefing Note 006 
(http://cver.lse.ac.uk/textonly/cver/pubs/cverbrf006.pdf) 

http://cver.lse.ac.uk/textonly/cver/pubs/cverdp007.pdf
http://cver.lse.ac.uk/textonly/cver/pubs/cverbrf006.pdf
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1. Introduction 

Previous CVER analyses (Discussion Paper 0073 and Briefing Note 0064) have shown that, for 
male learners holding BTEC qualifications at Level 3 and Level 2 as their highest achieved 
qualification, earnings differentials are zero compared with a counterfactual group of all 
individuals with qualifications at the level immediately below on the Regulated Qualification 
Framework (RQF). Conversely, the estimated earnings effects are positive when considering 
learners with BTECs at the level immediately below or learners enrolling in BTECs at the same 
level but failing to achieve as the counterfactual group. In contrast, estimated earnings effects 
for women were positive, as well as employment and labour market benefits (for both males 
and females). Other vocational qualifications at Levels 3 and 2 (in particular Apprenticeships 
and NVQs) typically showed positive and large earnings differentials for both males and 
females. 

When interpreting these findings, it should be noted that while we generically refer to 
‘vocational qualifications’ as a collective, these qualification aims have: 

• Different admissions criteria (i.e. the level of prerequisite prior qualifications
necessary to enrol in the aim): for example, entry requirements may be based on the
number and type of GCSEs held, relevant vocational qualifications at the level below,
and/ or related experience in the labour market.

• Different links with the labour market (i.e. some qualifications – such as
Apprenticeships and NVQs – are undertaken through the employer, while others like
BTECs are purely college based).

• Potentially different roles (i.e. some qualification types tend to act as a stepping stone
for further study, while other types are generally acquired as the highest qualification).
In fact, the proportion of learners holding a BTEC at Level 3 and progressing to higher
level qualifications (including higher education), is much higher compared to NVQs
and other vocational qualifications at level 35.

• Different subject areas of focus (i.e. some qualification types are only offered and
undertaken in specific subject areas). For example, in the analysis by subject area
(CVER Discussion Paper 0216), we show that men mostly take Apprenticeships and
NVQs in ‘Engineering’ and ‘Construction’, while BTECs are mostly taken in ‘Arts and
Media’, ‘Leisure and Tourism’ and ‘ICT’.

• In CVER Discussion Paper 021 we also show that there is substantial variation in
earnings differentials by subject area and that the aggregate earnings estimate for
males in possession of level 3 BTECs is mostly driven by the large proportion of
learners with a level 3 BTEC in ‘Arts and Media’ (as differentials for this subject area
are negative);

3 Patrignani, P., Conlon, G. and Hedges, S. (2017) The earnings differentials associated with vocational education and training using the 
Longitudinal Education Outcomes data, CVER Discussion Paper 007 (http://cver.lse.ac.uk/textonly/cver/pubs/cverdp007.pdf) 
4 Conlon, G., Hedges, and Patrignani, P. (2018) Further analysis of the earnings differentials associated with BTECs, CVER Briefing Note 006 
(http://cver.lse.ac.uk/textonly/cver/pubs/cverbrf006.pdf) 
5 See CVER Briefing Note 006  
6 Battiston A., Patrignani, P., Conlon, G. and Hedges, S. (2019) Labour market outcomes disaggregated by subject area using the Longitudinal 
Education Outcomes (LEO) data, CVER Discussion Paper 021 ( http://cver.lse.ac.uk/textonly/cver/pubs/cverdp021.pdf) 

http://cver.lse.ac.uk/textonly/cver/pubs/cverdp007.pdf
http://cver.lse.ac.uk/textonly/cver/pubs/cverbrf006.pdf
http://cver.lse.ac.uk/textonly/cver/pubs/cverdp021.pdf
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While previous studies have focused on learners achieving BTECs as their highest achieved 
qualification, in this analysis we instead look at learners progressing to higher education after 
achieving a BTEC qualification at Level 3. Labour market outcomes for this group of learners 
will be compared with outcomes for the group of learners achieving 2 or more GCE A levels 
and progressing to higher education. 

2. Data and relevant cohorts

In this paper we use data from the Longitudinal Education Outcomes (LEO) dataset. LEO 
combines information from educational data sources on school (National Pupil Database 
(NPD)), further education (Individualised Learner Record (ILR)) and higher education (Higher 
Education Statistical Agency (HESA)) participation and attainment with information on 
earnings, employments and benefits records from administrative data sources (HM Revenue 
and Customs P14, P45 and self-assessment data (covering both employees and self-
employed individuals)7 and the National Benefits Database from the Department for Work 
and Pensions).   

Relevant cohorts 

The relevant cohorts for the analysis were the three cohorts of Key Stage 4 leavers attending 
English secondary schools in the academic years 2001/02, 2002/03 and 2003/04 (aged 15 at 
the start of the academic year and sitting their GCSE exams at the end of the year).  

Data on Higher and Further Education enrolment and achievement and data on labour market 
outcomes were available up to the year 2016/17, meaning that we were able to follow 
educational trajectories and labour market outcomes for individuals in these three cohorts 
up to the age of 28-30 (depending on the cohort, all ages measured at the start of the 
academic year). 

Relevant groups of qualifications in the analysis 

In the current analysis we primarily focus on three groups of pupils: 

• those achieving a BTEC qualification at Level 38 and then enrolling in a first degree
qualification (BTEC route)9;

• those achieving two or more GCE A levels and then enrolling in a first degree
qualification (A level route);

• those combining BTECs with A levels (e.g. those holding a BTEC at level 3 and 1 A
level) and then enrolling in a first degree qualification.

The A level route has historically been the traditional pathway to university for secondary 
school pupils, but a full BTEC level 3 is notionally equivalent to two A levels and it is now an 
alternative route into higher education. Admission criteria may vary from university to 

7 A description of the cleaning process for the self-assessment data is reported in Annex 1. 
8 Only BTEC qualifications constituting a full level 3 were considered 
9 BTECs (Business and Technology Education Council) are specialist work-related qualifications combining practical learning with subject and 
theory content (see https://www.ucas.com/further-education/post-16-qualifications/qualifications-you-can-take/btec-diplomas) . BTECs 
are offered in a variety of subject areas (currently 16) and can also be undertaken as part of an Apprenticeships. 

https://www.ucas.com/further-education/post-16-qualifications/qualifications-you-can-take/btec-diplomas
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university (and degree course), meaning that not all universities and degree courses may 
accept applicants in possession of Level 3 BTECs. Moreover, BTECs are work-related 
qualifications and tend to focus in specific subject areas, while A levels are academic oriented 
and can be studied in a variety of subject areas (for example combining English and Maths).  

It should also be noted that learners in these cohorts typically undertook qualifications more 
than a decade ago and thus the BTEC qualifications undertaken may not reflect BTEC 
qualifications currently available to learners.  

3. Descriptive statistics

Overall in the cohorts considered there were around 65,600 males and 48,800 females in 
possession of a level 3 BTEC at age 28 and no A levels (corresponding to about 6.8% of the 
total), while around 257,200 males and 301,900 females were in possession of 2+ A levels 
(corresponding to approximately one third of the total). A further 6,600 and 5,100 (males and 
females respectively) held a combination of BTECs and A levels (less than 1% of the total). 
These figures refer to all individuals in the sample holding the qualification, whether they 
progressed to higher level qualifications or not.  

The aggregated analyses were undertaken separately for the groups holding level 3 BTECs and 
no A levels and the groups holding a combination of BTECs and A levels. When necessary (e.g. 
for the analysis by subject area) the two groups were combined into one category. All analyses 
are also disaggregated by gender.     

In the rest of this section we present descriptive statistics for the different groups, looking in 
the first instance at progression to further study, higher education enrolment and 
achievement, against the characteristics of the two groups (in terms of gender and ethnic 
background etc.). When relevant, we compare the characteristics for the group stopping at 
level 3 with those of the group achieving a first degree qualification (either via the BTEC or 
the A level route). 

Progression to further study and achievement 

Further learning and highest achievement 

First of all, we look at the proportion of students progressing to further study and achieving 
qualifications at a higher level. As shown in Figure 1, around 55% of learners with BTECs at 
Level 3 progress to higher level qualifications, with 30% progressing to first degree or above10. 
Along the A level route, around 77% progress to a first degree and above, while for those 
holding a combination of BTECs and A levels about 45% achieve a degree qualification (or 
above). The proportions achieving at degree level or above are slightly higher for females 
compared to males across all categories.  

10 The figure does not include equivalent qualifications or level 5 qualifications  
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Figure 1 Highest achievement, by gender and Level 3 qualification aim 

Note: All individuals holding the level 3 qualification. 
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data

Subject area of Level 3 qualifications 

To compare subject areas of study at Level 3 for both groups of students (BTECs and A levels), 
we reclassified learning aims using a common structure. That is, all learning aims were 
assigned to a subject area using the sector subject area classification used in the ILR11. 

In Figure 2 we present the composition by subject area for Level 3 achievement. Given that A 
level holders typically hold multiple A levels in different subject areas, the chart represents 
the distribution by subject achieved, not by individual. The chart refers to all students 
achieving the Level 3 qualification (whether progressing to further study or not). 

As shown in the figure, Level 3 BTECs are mostly undertaken in ‘Arts and Media’, ‘Leisure, 
Travel and Tourism’, ‘Health’ (for women) and ‘Engineering’ and ‘ICT’ (for Men), while the 
main subject areas for A levels are ‘Science and Maths’, ‘Languages’, ‘History and Philosophy’, 
‘Social Sciences’ and ‘Arts and Media’. The figures for those holding combinations of BTECs 
and A levels show the subject areas undertaken across either route and are typically high for 
‘Arts and Media’ but also ‘Languages’ and ‘Social Sciences’. 

In general, due to the dissimilar nature of the qualifications, BTECs and A levels tend to be 
offered in different subject areas, and the two main areas of overlap are ‘Arts and Media’ and 
‘Business and Administration’.  

11 See Table 4 for the full classification of Tier 1 Sector Subject Area 
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Figure 2 Subject area of Level 3 achievement, by gender and Level 3 qualification aim 

 
Note: Rescaled to 100% by subject achieved. Given that A level holders typically hold multiple A levels in different subject 
areas, the chart represents the distribution by subject achieved, not by individual. All individuals holding the level 3 
qualification. 
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 

 

 

BTEC subject area and progression to further study  

Some BTEC subject areas appear to provide access to higher education study, while others 
may be more strongly linked to particular sectors of the economy and provide better job 
opportunities in the short term. Information presented in Figure 3 shows, for example, that 
less than one quarter of those studying Level 3 BTECs in ‘Retail’ enrol in a first degree course 
or higher. In contrast, almost 60% of those studying ‘Arts and Media’ and ‘Business and 
Administration’ enrol in higher education courses (at first degree level or higher). The 
proportions of students holding Level 3 BTECs and progressing to further study in some other 
subject areas such as ‘Science and Maths’ or ‘Languages’ is even higher (around 70%), 
although these categories account for a limited proportion of total BTECs achieved at Level 3. 

The higher education enrolment rate (at first degree or above) is typically much higher for 
those progressing via the A level route (around 88%), but there is limited variation across 
subject areas suggesting the vast majority of 2+ A level holders tend to enrol in higher 
education courses, while for Level 3 BTEC holders, enrolment rates are strongly linked to the 
subject area studied.   
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Figure 3 Proportion of level 3 BTECs holders achieving at higher levels by gender and level 
3 BTEC subject area 

 
Note: Rescaled to 100% by subject achieved. Level 5 also includes ‘other HE’ and level 6 qualifications other than First Degrees 
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 

Gender and ethnic background 

In Figure 4 and Figure 5 we show the gender and ethnic background composition for those 
holding Level 3 BTECs and 2+ A levels as highest qualification and for those having a first 
degree as highest qualification (achieved via the BTEC or A level route). For BTECs, around 
57% of those holding the qualification as highest are males, while for those achieving a first 
degree, the male proportion is around 55%. On the other hand, 52% of those holding 2+ A 
levels as highest qualification are males while the proportion drops to 46% when focusing on 
women in possession of a first degree. For individuals holding a combination of the two the 
proportion of males is around 52%-53% (level 3 as highest qualification and degree achieved 
respectively).  
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When looking at ethnic background, the proportion coming from non-white British 
background is higher for the group of males achieving a Level 3 BTEC compared to the group 
achieving 2+ A levels (16% vs 13% for males stopping at Level 3 and 23% vs 18% for males 
achieving a first degree). For females the proportion coming from non-white British 
background is similar (14%) if we look at individuals with Level 3 qualifications as highest 
achievement, while it is higher for females achieving a first degree via the BTEC route 
compared to the A level route (24% vs 20%). For those holding a combination of BTECs and A 
levels, the proportion of learners from non-white British background is around 12% for both 
males and females when looking at individuals holding level 3 qualifications at maximum, 
rising to 14%-18% (male and female), when considering those with also a first degree. 

 

 

Figure 4 Gender composition by level 3 qualification and highest achievement 

 
Note: ‘Highest qual’ represents the distribution for individuals holding level 3 qualifications as highest qualification, while 
‘Degree achieved’ represents the distribution for individuals holding a First Degree as highest qualification (on top of a 
BTEC/2+ A levels). 
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
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Figure 5 Ethnic composition by level 3 qualification and highest achievement 

 
Note: ‘Highest qual’ represents the distribution for individuals holding level 3 qualifications as highest qualification, while 
‘Degree achieved’ represents the distribution for individuals holding a First Degree as highest qualification (on top of a 
BTEC/2+ A levels). 
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
 

Prior attainment and characteristics by Level 3 route 

In Table 1 we show the early test scores (at Key Stage 2 and Key Stage 412), as well as the 
proportion on Special Education Needs and eligible for Free School Meals at Key Stage 4. 
Individuals achieving a first degree via the BTEC route have significantly lower test scores at 
both Key Stage 2 and Key Stage 4, and a lower number of good (A*-C) GCSE passes, while the 
number of GCSE passes at any grade (A*-G) is very similar. Moreover, the group achieving 
first degrees via the BTEC route have a higher incidence of pupils with SEN and in receipt of 
Free School Meals at age 15. Statistics for the group having a combination of BTECs and A 
levels typically sit between the values for the two other groups. 

If we also look at students with Level 3 qualifications as highest achievement (bottom two 
rows in Table 1), we can see that individuals following the same Level 3 route (i.e. those 
achieving level 3 BTECs or 2+ A levels) are more similar in terms of prior attainment and other 
characteristics, suggesting that looking at progression within the same route is likely to yield 
more comparable results than looking across routes. In other words, information shown in 
the table suggests that individuals with level 3 BTECs and a first degree are more similar in 
terms of characteristics to individuals holding level 3 BTECs as highest qualification13 rather 
than the group holding 2+ A -levels and a first degree.       

                                                 
12 Key Stage 2 tests are undertaken at the age of 11, while Key Stage 4 GCSE exams are undertaken at the age of 16 
13 We also looked at characteristics for the group holding level 3 BTECs and enrolling in a first degree but failing to achieve (drop-outs, more 
than 30% of those enrolling in a degree via the BTEC route) and, compared to the group of degree achievers, drop outs  tend to have very 
similar values for KS2 test scores, slightly lower achievement at GCSEs (KS4), a similar proportion of pupils with SEN and  a slightly higher 
incidence of pupils on FSM 
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Table 1: Key stage 2 and Key stage 4 characteristics for degree holders by level 3 route 

 

 KS2 
English 

test score 

KS2 
Maths 

test score 

% with 5+ 
GCSEs 
A*-C 

Number 
of GCSE 
passes 
A*-C 

Number 
of GCSE 
passes 
A*-G 

KS4 
points* 

% with 
SEN** at 

KS4 

% on 
FSM*** 
at KS4 

  Males 

D
eg

re
e 2+ A levels & first degree 67.1 72.6 98.0% 9.3 10.1 62.0 3.8% 4.5% 

BTEC 3 & first degree 54.4 59.1 62.6% 5.7 10.1 43.2 14.4% 11.4% 
BTEC 3 & A levels & first degree 60.1 65.2 86.5% 7.7 10.3 51.3 8.0% 6.6% 

Le
ve

l 3
 

2+ A levels (highest qual.) 64.7 68.6 94.9% 8.4 10.0 55.3 4.7% 5.7% 
BTEC L3 (highest qual.) 52.9 56.4 49.0% 4.6 9.6 39.7 16.1% 11.7% 

  Females 

D
eg

re
e 2+ A levels & first degree 70.2 68.6 98.3% 9.5 10.1 63.1 2.2% 5.3% 

BTEC 3 & first degree 58.2 56.7 70.9% 6.5 10.2 46.4 8.7% 12.2% 
BTEC 3 & A levels & first degree 63.0 62.2 88.2% 8.2 10.4 53.4 5.8% 8.7% 

Le
ve

l 3
 

2+ A levels (highest qual.) 67.4 64.1 95.2% 8.7 10.0 56.5 2.6% 7.1% 
BTEC L3 (highest qual.) 56.2 53.3 56.0% 5.3 9.8 42.6 10.0% 12.7% 

Note: First degree held as highest qualification for the top two categories. 
 * KS4 points reflect the old classification in use before 2004; **SEN: Special Education Needs; ***FSM: Free School Meals 
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 

 

We explore in further detail the distribution of Key Stage 4 points in Figure 6. As shown in the 
boxplots, for both males and females, the value of the 3rd quartile (75th percentile) for the 
BTEC group is very close to the value of the 1st quartile (25th percentile) for the 2+ A level 
group , meaning that the top 75% of the Key Stage 4 points distribution for the BTECs group 
overlaps with the bottom 25% of the Key Stage 4 points distribution for the 2+ A level group.  

Thus, the analysis suggests that the two groups are significantly different in terms of prior 
achievement and other characteristics (proportion on SEN and eligibility for FSM). In 
particular there are large differences in terms of GCSE outcomes and there is limited overlap 
in the distribution of Key Stage 4 points (students with high values of Key Stage 4 points follow 
the A level route, while students with relatively low values of Key Stage 4 points follow the 
BTEC route)14. Clearly this also reflects eligibility criteria and the fact that at least 5 good 
GCSEs (including Maths and English) are typically needed to enrol in A level courses. 

The boxplot also presents the distribution of Key Stage 4 points for the group of individuals 
holding Level 3 qualifications (BTECs and 2+ A levels) as highest and confirm the evidence 
shown in Table 1, namely that the distribution of GCSE scores is much closer when looking 
within the same route (those holding level 3 BTECs and a first degree compared to those 
holding level 3 BTECs as highest qualification), rather than across routes (those holding level 
3 BTECs and a first degree compared to those holding a first degree and 2+ A levels ). 

                                                 
14 We focus on students achieving a first degree via the A level or BTEC route, so values of test scores refer to this group only and not to the 
entire cohort undertaking GCSEs. 
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Figure 6 Boxplot of Key Stage 4 points for students achieving a first degree as highest 
qualification, by route and gender 

 
Note: The dash shows the median of the distribution, the box shows the interquartile range (the upper limit identifies the 
75th percentile and the lower limit the 25th percentile), while the whiskers show the upper and lower adjacent values 
(corresponding to upper quartile+1.5IQR and lower quartile -1.5IQR respectively). 
For the three categories on the left-hand columns, a first degree is the highest qualification achieved; for the two categories 
on the right-hand columns the level 3 qualification represents the highest achievement. 
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 

 

Enrolment into higher education  

Age of start and mode of study 

Students undertaking higher education first degrees through the BTEC route tend to be older, 
and more likely to undertake part-time study compared to those who follow the A level route 
into higher education. As shown in Figure 7 and Figure 8, around 83% of students progressing 
to a first degree after acquiring 2 or more A levels do so by the age of 19 (where age is 
measured at the start of the academic year), while only around 7% enrol after the age of 22. 
In contrast, less than 40% of males (and 50% of females) with a Level 3 BTEC enrol in a first 
degree course by the age of 19, and more than one quarter enrol after the age of 22 (figures 
are even higher for the group holding a combination of BTECs and A levels). Moreover, 
students enrolling in a first degree course via the BTEC route are more likely to choose part-
time study: 17% of males and 12% of females enrolling via the BTEC route do so, compared 
with 5% for those enrolling via the A level route. 
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Figure 7 Age at start of first degree course, by gender and Level 3 qualification aim 

 
Note: Age measured at the start of the academic year.  

Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
 

Figure 8 Proportion studying for a first degree part-time by gender and Level 3 
qualification 

 
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
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University group and degree subject area 

Figure 9 and Figure 10 show the proportion of students by Higher Education institution 
mission group attended, and the subject areas chosen at first degree level. Most higher 
education students enrolling via the BTEC route attend higher education institutions 
belonging to the ‘University Alliance’ or ‘Million Plus’ group of institutions (around 36% and 
32% respectively), while only 3% enrol in universities that are members of the ‘Russell Group’.  

 

Figure 9 HE Institution mission group attended, by gender and Level 3 qualification aim 

 
Note: see Table 5 for the classification of HEI mission groups  
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 

 

In terms of the subject areas chosen at degree level, for females in possession of BTECs at 
Level 3, the most relevant subjects are ‘Creative arts & design’ (accounting for almost one 
third of the total), ‘Subjects allied to medicine’, ‘Biological sciences’, ‘Business & 
administrative studies’ (around 11-12% each), ‘Social studies’ and ‘Education’ (each about 8% 
of the total). For males the most commonly chosen areas are ‘Creative arts & design’ (almost 
one quarter of the total) followed by ‘Biological sciences’, ‘Business & administrative studies’, 
‘Engineering’ and ‘ICT’ (each between 11% and 16%). In other degree subject areas 
(‘Medicine’ and ‘Mathematics’ in particular), there is only a very small number of students 
enrolling via the BTEC route, reflecting the low proportion undertaking Level 3 BTECs in 
‘Science and Maths’ and the admissions criteria to attend these courses at university level. 
Figures for the combined group (those holding BTECs 3 and A levels) show an even higher 
concentration of students enrolling in ‘Creative arts & design’ (45% of women and 31% of 
men).  

For A levels, the distribution is more balanced across the different subject areas and there is 
no category which accounts for such a large share of the total.  
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Figure 10 Subject area of first degree, by gender and Level 3 qualification aim 

 

Note: Only subject areas accounting for at least 0.5% of the total are shown.   
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 

 

Degree achievement rates 

Finally, we look at achievement rates and class of degree for those achieving a first degree: 
around 66% of males and 70% of females enrolling via the BTEC route achieve a first degree, 
while the proportions stand at 86% and 90% for those following the A level route (males and 
females respectively). For the group holding a combination of BTECs and A levels, the 
proportions achieving a first degree are around 73% (males) and 76% (females). Along the 
BTEC route, there is some variation by degree subject area, with relatively higher rates of 
achievement for males studying ‘Architecture’ (around 76%), ‘Arts and design’ and 
‘Agriculture’ (both around 71%) and for females studying ‘Education’ (around 76%), 
‘Engineering’, ‘Arts and design’ and ‘Mass communications’ (all around 74%). 
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Figure 11 Achievement rates by subject area of study and gender 

 
Note: Only subject areas with at least 80 observations are shown. Subject areas with very few students from the BTEC route 
are not shown (Medicine, Veterinary Science and Mathematical Sciences). 
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
 
 

Labour market outcomes – descriptive statistics 

Finally, this section presents labour market statistics by Level 3 route for individuals holding 
a first degree. Figure 12 shows the annual average salary measured at age 28, with individuals 
achieving a first degree via the A level route earning substantially more compared to those 
on BTEC route: the raw gap in average annual salary is £11,000 for men (£35,000 versus 
£23,800 per annum) and £9,000 for women (£28,200 versus £19,100 per annum). The gap in 
median salaries is lower but still significant (£8,300 per annum for men and £7,800 per annum 
for women) as shown in Table 6 in the annex. The corresponding figures for the category 
identifying those in possession of both BTECs and A levels are only marginally higher than the 
figures reported for the BTEC category. There is subject-variation in the salary-gaps: the 
largest gaps are observed for ‘Social studies’, ‘Law’, ‘Languages’, ‘History & Philosophy’ and 
‘Business & administration’ (for both genders); while the smallest wage gaps are observed for 
‘Architecture’, ‘Arts and Design’ and ‘Subjects allied to Medicine’ (females only). The analysis 
also identifies a substantial gender-gap for all subjects except ‘Arts & design’.  
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Figure 12 Annual average salary at age 28 for those holding a first degree, by (HE) subject 
area, Level 3 route and gender 

 
Note: Only subject areas relevant for both level 3 routes are shown. 
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 

 

On the other hand, there is no evidence of relevant discrepancies in the proportion of the 
year spent in employment for men, as the mean proportion stands at around 82% for males 
in possession of a first degree via any route (with some subject variation).  

For women the overall proportion is also not too dissimilar across the two groups (83% for A 
levels versus 81% for BTECs and 82% for those in possession of the combination of the two) 
and the employment figures for the main degree subject areas chosen by females achieving 
a first degree via the BTEC route are quite similar (with the exception of ‘Arts and design’) 
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compared to females via A Levels. Some subject areas have a larger employment gap, but 
they typically account for a small proportion of females achieving a degree via the BTEC route.  

 

Figure 13 Proportion of the year in employment at age 28 for those holding a first degree, 
by (HE) subject area, Level 3 route and gender 

 
Note: Only subject areas relevant for both level 3 routes are shown. 
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
  



 
 

4. Econometric analysis 

 

Model and specifications 

Model 

To assess the labour market outcomes for individuals achieving a first degree via different 
Level 3 routes we estimated a model of the form: 

𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖,28 = δ𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎ℎ𝑖𝑖,𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿3 + β𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖,𝑡𝑡 + ϵ𝑖𝑖,𝑡𝑡   (1) 

where: 

• 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖,28 represents the dependent variable measured at age 28 (log daily earnings or 
proportion of the year in employment). 

• 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎ℎ𝑖𝑖,𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿3 is a dummy representing the qualification attained at Level 3 (combination 
of BTECs and A levels=2 BTECs=1; A-Levels=0)15; 

• 𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖,𝑡𝑡 is a vector of control variables depending on the specification (more information 
is provided below);   

• All regressions were estimated separately for males and females. 

• The earnings regressions were estimated using Ordinary Least Squares (OLS), whilst 
the employment regressions were estimated using a fractional logit (Generalised 
Linear Model)16. 

Treatment and counterfactual groups 

We estimated equation (1) using different counterfactual groups for the group of individuals 
achieving a first degree via different Level 3 route: 

• In the first instance we looked at each group separately and estimated the labour 
market outcomes associated to progressing from Level 3 BTEC to Level 3 BTEC and 
first degree  (or combination of BTECs and A levels) compared to those progressing 
from 2+ A-Levels to 2+ A-Levels and a first degree. The analysis provides an estimate 
for the expected gain in labour market outcomes for individuals following a specific 
Level 3 route and deciding to enrol into higher education; 

• Secondly, we used the common counterfactual group formed of all individuals 
holding relevant Level 3 qualifications as highest (2+ A-Levels and Level 3 BTECs) to 
compare estimates for the group in possession of a first degree via the BTEC or the A 
level route (the three groups were entered separately in the model). We also 
attempted to estimate the model via an inverse-probability weighted regression 

                                                 
15 Outcomes were estimated at age 28 for the group achieving their highest qualification by age 26 
16 Since the dependent variable is expressed as a proportion varying between 0 and 1. 
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adjustment (IPWRA)17, modelling separately selection into each Level 3 route and 
subsequent labour market outcomes18; 

• Finally, we explored whether it is possible to compare directly outcomes for the 
groups in possession of a first degree and Level 3 BTECs (or combination of BTECs and 
A levels) with outcomes for the group in possession of a first degree and 2+ A-Levels. 
As shown in the descriptive statistics section, there is a strong selection effect into 
either route. As such, we tried to control for that to the extent possible using a variety 
of approaches (however results may not fully comparable anyway), for example: 

o Based on available data we excluded HEIs and subject areas with no or very 
low incidence of students with BTECs, signalling that individuals with BTEC 
qualifications did not meet the entry requirements for those courses19; 

o We tried to apply the inverse-probability weighted regression adjustment; 

o We split the Key Stage 4 distribution (limited to the group with Level 3 BTECs20 
and 2+ ‘A’ levels) into 10 groups depending on the values of Key Stage 4 deciles 
and ran separate regressions for each decile. Clearly the results for the bottom 
and top groups are of limited interest as there are very few individuals in 
possession of 2+ A-Levels at the bottom of the prior attainment distribution or 
individuals in possession of BTECs at the top the prior attainment distribution. 
However, the results for the middle groups may provide some indication of the 
relative labour market outcomes using individuals with similar Key Stage 4 test 
scores. 

• All analyses were repeated by degree subject area, which is particularly relevant as 
BTECs typically lead to degrees in specific subject areas. The analysis by degree subject 
area pooled together all individuals holding level 3 BTECs (including those with a 
combination of BTECs and A levels). 

Specifications 

For each of the treatment and counterfactual groups specified, we undertook five different 
specifications, adding further control variables in the model each time to isolate the effect of 
introducing key control variables at different stages: 

(1) Baseline: controls for the ethnic background of the individual, eligibility for Free School 
Meals (FSM), Special Education Needs (SEN) status, IDACI (income deprivation index) score 
(all measured at Key Stage 4), Key Stage 4 establishment controls, a cohort dummy and 

                                                 
17 See Wooldridge, Jeffrey M, “Inverse probability weighted estimation for general missing data problems” Journal of Econometrics, 2007, 
141 (2), 1281–1301. 
18 IPWRA estimators use a three-step approach to estimating treatment effects: 1. They estimate the parameters of the treatment model 
and compute inverse-probability weights; 2. Using the estimated inverse-probability weights, they fit weighted regression models of the 
outcome for each treatment level and obtain the treatment-specific predicted outcomes for each subject. 3. They compute the means of 
the treatment-specific predicted outcomes. The contrasts of these averages provide the estimates of the ATEs (see 
https://www.stata.com/manuals13/te.pdf).  
19 This step was data drive and based and general admission criteria for the available cohorts. We tried different thresholds and approaches, 
the main one reported reduced the overall regression sample by around 20% (removing also 3% of BTEC holders) and it is based on 
number/percentage of entries at the HEI level. Three subject areas with very low rate of enrolment among BTEC holders (Medicine, 
Veterinary science, Mathematical sciences). An alternative approach looked ad subject/HEI combination and reduced the overall sample by 
50% (and also removed around 10% of BTEC holders). 
20 In this step the group holding a combination of BTECs and A levels was combined with the BTEC group 

https://www.stata.com/manuals13/te.pdf
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(limited to the earnings regression) postcode area of residence21 in the tax year and source 
of income (PAYE only, self-assessment only, or both)22; 

(2) Addition of ‘time elapsed’ and ‘HE’ controls: Baseline + time elapsed since left education 
(when comparing to lower level)/age of start of degree and mode of study (for the regressions 
using only the group with first degree qualifications); 

(3) Addition of Key Stage 2 test scores: (2) + Key Stage 2 test scores in Maths and English; 

(4) Addition of Key Stage 4 test scores: (3) + Key Stage 4 test score; 

(5) Addition of Subject area of study at L3: (4) + subject area studied at Level 3 BTEC or A 
levels. Also add grade controls for comparable groups only. 

Findings 

Progressing to a first degree by route of level 3 attainment 

In Figure 14, we show the earnings differentials for individuals in possession of a first degree 
(as highest qualification) and Level 3 BTECs compared with individuals holding Level 3 BTECs 
as highest qualification, while in Figure 15  we present the corresponding estimates for the 
group achieving a first degree via the A level route (compared to individuals holding 2+ A 
levels as highest qualification). Hence the composition (and earnings) of the baseline groups 
are different and results are not directly comparable across individuals achieving degrees via 
different routes. 

Earnings differentials for individuals achieving a first degree via the BTEC route are positive 
across all specifications and around 18% for males and 22% for females in the final 
specification (where we control for all relevant variables). Adding control for time elapsed 
since left education (a proxy for labour market experience) has a positive effect on the 
coefficient for males, while controlling for early test scores has a negative effect. For females 
there is a more limited variation in the coefficient across different specifications. The 
estimated differentials for the group holding a combination of BTECs and A levels are quite 
similar for women (23%) and slightly lower for men (15%) in the final specification. 

The corresponding estimates for individuals in possession of 2+ A-Levels and a first degree 
(compared with the group holding 2+ A-Levels only) are presented in Figure 15 and show a 
declining magnitude in the coefficients across different specifications for both males and 
females, with the differentials in the final specification standing at around 15% for males and 
to 17% for both males and females.  

The relative magnitude of the coefficients is slightly higher along the BTEC pathway, but 
obviously the differentials are not directly comparable as the control group is different (L3 
BTECs as maximum in one case and 2+ A-Levels as maximum for the other group).  

                                                 
21 The postcode area forms the initial characters of the alphanumeric UK postcode (e.g. AB). There are currently 121 geographic postcode 
areas in the UK. Postcode information is provided through the HM Revenue and Custom P14 file containing information on annual earnings 
and therefore is not available for the other outcome variables.  
22 Due to the assumptions used for self-employment, all individuals with positive income from self-employment (either from sole trading or 
partnership) are considered to be in employment for 100% of the tax year (see Annex 1).   
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Figure 14 Earnings differentials BTECs & Degree vs BTEC Level 3 by gender 

 
Note: At age 28. Coefficients not statistically significant at the 5% level are shown as hollow circles. Percentage effect 
reported (exp(δ)-1). Treatment group: individuals in possession of a first degree (as highest qualification) & level 3 BTEC. 
Comparison group: individuals with either level 3 BTECs or a combination of level 3 BTECs & A-levels as the highest 
qualification. 
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
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Figure 15 Earnings differentials 2+ A levels & Degree vs 2+ A levels by gender 

 

 
Note: At age 28. Coefficients not statistically significant at the 5% level are shown as hollow circles. Percentage effect 
reported (exp(δ)-1). Treatment group: individuals in possession of a first degree (as highest qualification) & 2+ A levels. 
Comparison group: individuals in possession of 2+ A levels as highest qualification. 
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
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Comparing first degree holders against a common counterfactual 

In this section, we present results for the two groups achieving a first degree via different 
routes (BTECs and A level) against a common counterfactual formed of those holding a Level 
3 qualification (BTECs or 2+ A-Levels) as their highest qualification. As shown in the descriptive 
statistics section, individuals selecting different routes are markedly different in terms of prior 
attainment and other characteristics and this should be considered when analysing the 
findings and the variation in the estimates across different specifications. 

Estimated earnings differentials presented in Figure 16 show that the magnitude of the 
effects for individuals achieving a degree via the BTEC route is quite small in the baseline 
regression with basic controls but becomes larger (around 16% for males and  18% for 
females) as we introduce additional control variables in the model. Estimated differentials for 
the group holding BTECs and A levels are slightly lower, about 11% for males and 15% for 
females. By contrast, the differentials for individuals in possession of a first degree and 2+ A 
levels are large in the early specifications (in excess of 30%) and decline as we add the value 
of prior attainment (standing at around 21% in the final specification).  

Thus, the observed gap in earnings differentials between those achieving a first degree via 
the BTEC pathway and the 2+ A level pathway (estimated using a common counterfactual) is 
around 4-4.5 percentage points in the final specification, but the magnitude is dependent on 
the set of control variables included in the model (and it is much larger in the early 
specification). 

We also attempted to estimate the model using the IPWRA estimator23. Results are presented 
in Table 11 (see Annex) for specification (4), which controls for early test scores but not level 
3 subject mix24. Estimated earnings differentials on this restricted group are around 16% for 
both the group of males holding L3 BTECs and degree and the group holding 2+ A levels and 
degree, and nil for the group holding a combination of BTECs and A levels. For females, results 
are in line with the ones presented for the OLS regression, albeit smaller for the group in 
possession of level 3 BTECs and a first degree (around 6%). 

 

                                                 
23 The IPWRA process weighs more heavily observations in the control group that looks more similar to treated observations (based on a set 
of characteristics). The IPWRA estimator was implemented using the teffects ipwra Stata routine.  The treatment levels where 0/1 (A 
levels/BTECs), while the covariates in the treatment-assignment model were ethnicity, KS2 and KS4 variables (including test scores) and 
cohort dummies. The outcome model corresponded to the fourth specification. To reduce heterogeneity, the regression only includes 
individuals with degrees in the ‘restricted’ group.  
24 In order to achieve model convergence we had to exclude observations with ‘not known’ in any of the variables used in the regressions. 
Also it was not possible to achieve convergence for the final specification (controlling for level 3 subject mix). 
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Figure 16 Earnings differentials using a common counterfactual by gender

 

 
Note: At age 28. Coefficients not statistically significant at the 5% level are shown as hollow circles/diamonds. Percentage 
effect reported (exp(δ)-1). Percentage effect reported (exp(δ)-1). Treatment groups: individuals in possession of a first 
degree (as highest qualification) & level 3 BTEC or 2+ A levels (separate groups). Comparison group: individuals in possession 
of level 3 BTECs, 2+ A levels or a combination of BTECs and A levels as highest qualification (common group). 
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
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A direct comparison across the groups achieving a first degree via different Level 3 routes 

Next, we try to compare directly earnings outcomes for the groups achieving first degree 
qualifications via different routes (Level 3 BTECs and 2+ A-Levels). However, as already 
mentioned, key factors (prior achievement and other characteristics) influence both selection 
into a specific route and subsequent labour market outcomes and there is limited overlap in 
the distribution of these characteristics across the two groups. Students following different 
routes are also likely to be different in terms of unobservable characteristics (innate ability, 
motivation etc.). Furthermore, the type of degree subject areas studied may vary significantly, 
with students following the BTEC route undertaking specific subject areas (mainly related to 
the subject area studied at Level 3), while A levels typically give access to a wider range of 
options.  

A direct comparison of earnings using either the unrestricted sample (containing all degree 
holders via the BTEC or A level route) or the restricted sample (excluding HEIs and subject 
areas unlikely to admit individuals in possession of Level 3 BTECs25 ) shows strongly negative 
differentials for the BTEC group in the baseline regressions (in excess of 20%), though rapidly 
declining as we introduce further control variables in the model (HE characteristics, prior 
attainment and Key Stage 2 and Key Stage 4 and subject mix studied at Level 3) and stand 
around zero for males and -5% for females in the final specification (see Figure 17). 
Corresponding earnings differentials for the group combining BTECS and A levels are around 
-4% for males and -5% for females.  

We then attempt to estimate the model using the IPWRA estimator26 using specification (4), 
not controlling for subject mix at level 327 (results are presented in Table 12 in the annex).  
Estimates using this specification are negative, standing at around -6% (-13%) for males 
(females) in possession of BTECs and -14% for both males and females holding a combination 
of BTECs and A levels. The regression was undertaken focusing on the ‘restricted’ group, thus 
excluding subject areas and HEIs unlikely to admit (or to be chosen) by learners with level 3 
BTECs.  

Finally, we divide the group holding BTECs and 2+ A-Levels in ten categories defined by the 
value of the deciles28 of Key Stage 4 test scores and ran separate regression for each 
category29 (see Table 13 and Table 14 in the Annex). The bottom category and top three 
categories mostly contain individuals following the BTEC or A level routes respectively, so we 
focus on the second to sixth categories and results are typically around zero and non-

                                                 
25 The approach was data driven and different options were considered. The sample considered in the main option restricted the attention 
to HEIs with at least 5% of total students enrolled with a BTEC level 3 (or at least 150 students). Medicine, Veterinary science, and 
Mathematical sciences were excluded altogether as of very little relevance for students in possession of BTECs. Overall, the approach 
resulted in a loss of 20% of the sample (including 3% of degree holders with BTECs). 
26 The IPWRA process weighs more heavily observations in the control group that looks more similar to treated observations (based on a set 
of characteristics). The IPWRA estimator was implemented using the teffects ipwra Stata routine.  The treatment levels where 0/1 (A 
levels/BTECs), while the covariates in the treatment-assignment model were ethnicity, KS2 and KS4 variables (including test scores) and 
cohort dummies. The outcome model corresponded to the fourth specification. 
27 It was not possible to achieve model convergence for the final specification. Also we had to omit observations with ‘not known’ values for 
any of the relevant variables  
28 Deciles are the nine values dividing into ten equal parts the distribution ordered from smallest to largest. The 1st decile represent the 
bottom decile, while the 9th decile represent the top decile. The 5th decile is the median.  
29 Four different specifications were used for each category as we did not add further controls for the value of KS4 points 
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statistically significant for males and generally negative and between -5%/-7% for females (in 
line with estimates for the full sample). 

 

Figure 17 Earnings differentials: direct comparison on unrestricted sample by gender 

 

 
Note: Unrestricted sample. At age 28. Coefficients not statistically significant at the 5% level are shown as hollow 
circles/diamonds. Percentage effect reported (exp(δ)-1). Percentage effect reported (exp(δ)-1). Treatment groups: 
individuals in possession of a first degree (as highest qualification) & level 3 BTECs or combination of BTECs and A levels. 
Comparison group: individuals in possession of a first degree (as highest qualification) & 2+ A levels. 
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 

 

 

To summarise the evidence presented in this section, the groups achieving a degree via the 
BTEC route and the A level route are significantly different in terms of characteristics and 
show large gaps (in favour of those holding 2+ A-Levels) in terms of raw earnings, as also 
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reflected in the baseline regressions. Adding further controls in the model and attempting to 
break down the distribution to make the two groups more comparable in terms of observable 
characteristics generally leads to earnings estimates around zero for males and -5% for 
females (while it is around -4% and -5% for the males and females holding a combination of 
BTECs and A levels). However, the estimates are highly dependent on the specification and 
the set of control variables used. As such, conclusions from a direct comparison of outcomes 
for individuals following different level 3 routes and then attaining a first degree should be 
considered with caution. 

Results by degree subject area 

Individuals enrolling into higher education via the BTEC route tend to choose specific subject 
areas (also depending on the subject area studied at Level 3). In this section we present the 
results of the earnings regression where individuals in the treatment group (those holding a 
first degree and Level 3 qualification) have been assigned to different categories according to 
the subject area studied at degree level. We only show results for degree subject areas 
relevant to both Level 3 routes (with at least 80 observations for each route30).  

For BTECs, the subject areas with the highest earnings differentials are ‘Architecture’, 
‘Engineering and Technology’, ‘Computer Science’ (for both males and females) and (for 
females only) ‘Subjects allied to Medicine’, while the lowest differentials (albeit positive at 
least in the final specification) are recorded for ‘Arts and design’.  

More specifically, males studying Architecture after attaining a Level 3 BTEC earn on average 
42% more than individuals holding a BTEC level 3 as highest qualification. For males studying 
‘Engineering and Technology’ and ‘Computer Science’, the estimated earnings effect is around 
27% (see Figure 18). 

For females in possession of an Architecture degree and a BTEC level 3, earnings differentials 
(compared to the BTEC Level 3 group) are even larger, around 59%; for ‘Subjects allied to 
Medicine’ the estimated percentage effect is around 37%, while for ‘Engineering and 
Technology’ and ‘Computer Science’ the effect ranges between 35% and 40%.  

In Figure 19 we present the earnings differentials by subject area of degree for individuals 
achieving first degree via the A level route (compared with those holding 2+ A levels at 
maximum), while Figure 20 presents the estimates from the regressions using the common 
counterfactual of individuals holding Level 3 qualifications at maximum31. 

For those achieving via the A level route, degree subject areas with the highest differentials 
(among those considered) are ‘Architecture’, ‘Engineering and Technology’, ‘Computer 
Science’ and ‘Business and administration’, while ‘Arts and Design’ (for both males and 
females) and ‘Languages’ (for men) show little or no positive earnings effects. 

Figure 20 presents the results for the groups holding a first degree and L3 BTECs or a first 
degree and 2+ A levels versus a common counterfactual (those with level 3 as highest 
qualification). It should be noted that results vary to some extent across different 

                                                 
30 The group holding a mix of BTECs and  A levels was combined with the group of level 3 BTECs in the analysis by subject area 
31 For consistency we have excluded from all regressions subject areas not relevant for BTECs holders, i.e.  Medicine, Veterinary Science and 
Mathematical Sciences) 
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specifications (estimates from the most comprehensive specification are reported here32) and 
are subject to the caveats already discussed (although looking at results by subject area of 
degree may potentially reduce heterogeneity to some extent as we are comparing outcomes 
for individuals who decided to study the same subject area at degree level). 

Estimates from the earnings regressions compared to a common counterfactual suggest that 
(focusing on the main subject areas for both groups): 

• for males, estimated earnings effects are positive and quite similar across the two 
groups for ‘Architecture’, ‘Engineering & technology’ and ‘Biological Sciences’; positive 
and slightly higher for those in possession of 2+ A levels for ‘Computer sciences’ and 
‘Business & administration’; negligible for both groups for ‘Arts and design’;  

• for females estimates are positive and relatively similar across the two routes for 
‘Social studies’, Education’, ‘Arts and design’ and ‘Biological sciences’; slightly higher 
for females following the BTEC route for ‘Subjects allied to medicine’, and slightly 
higher for females in possession of ‘2+ A levels’ for ‘Business & administration’. 

 

Figure 18 Earnings differentials BTECs & Degree vs BTEC Level 3 by degree subject area 

 
Note: At age 28. Coefficients not statistically significant at the 5% level are shown as hollow circles. Percentage effect 
reported (exp(δ)-1). Treatment group: individuals in possession of a first degree (as highest qualification) & level 3 BTEC. 
Comparison group: individuals in possession of level 3 BTECs as highest qualification. Only cell sizes where treatment group 
is >80 are shown. Fifth specification used (controlling also for prior attainment and subject mix at level 3). 
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
 

                                                 
32 Results refer to the fifth specification, controlling the full set of explanatory variables (including prior attainment and subject mix at level 
3). 
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Figure 19 Earnings differentials 2+ A levels & Degree vs 2+ A levels by degree subject area 

 
Note: At age 28. Coefficients not statistically significant at the 5% level are shown as hollow circles. Percentage effect 
reported (exp(δ)-1). Treatment group: individuals in possession of a first degree (as highest qualification) & 2+ A levels. 
Comparison group: individuals in possession of 2+ A levels as highest qualification. Only cell sizes where all treatment groups 
are >80 are shown. Fifth specification used (controlling also for prior attainment and subject mix at level 3). 
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 

 

Figure 20 Earnings differentials using a common counterfactual by degree subject area 

 
Note: At age 28. Coefficients not statistically significant at the 5% level are shown as hollow circles. Percentage effect 
reported (exp(δ)-1). Treatment groups: individuals in possession of a first degree (as highest qualification) & level 3 BTEC or 
2+ A levels (separate groups). Comparison group: individuals in possession of level 3 BTECs or 2+ A levels as highest 
qualification (common group). Only cell sizes where treatment group is >80 are shown. Fifth specification used (controlling 
also for prior attainment and subject mix at level 3). 
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
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Employment effects 

Finally, we look at the employment effects for individuals in possession of BTECs and a first 
degree. Results are highly similar across different specifications and suggest positive 
employment effects of approximately 1.5-2 percentage points (for males and females 
respectively) for the group progressing to a first degree after attaining a BTEC Level 3 (with or 
without any A level). Findings are consistent also when looking at the common counterfactual 
group, while a direct comparison against the group holding 2+ A Levels and a first degree 
typically show zero employment effects.  

These findings are in line with the descriptive statistics that showed similar employment rates 
across Level 3 routes and higher employment rates compared with those holding Level 3 
qualifications as their highest level. 

Results by subject area of degree for the group in possession of level 3 BTECs and a first degree 
compared to the those with level 3 BTECs as highest achievement (see Table 15 and Table 16 
in the annex) show higher than average employment effects for males with a degree in 
‘Engineering and Technology’, ‘Computer Science’ and females in possession of a degree in 
‘Engineering and Technology’ and ‘Physical Sciences’ for females. 

Table 2: Employment effects across different specifications - Males 

  
Baseline 

(1) 

Add HE 
controls 

(2) 

Ad KS2 test 
scores 

(3) 

Ad KS4 test 
scores 

(4) 

Add subject 
mix at level 3 

(5) 
L3 BTECs & Degree vs (comparison group) BTECs at L3 

L3 BTECs & 
Degree  

Coeff -0.001 0.017*** 0.017*** 0.013*** 0.015*** 
Std Err (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.003) 

L3 BTECs & A 
levels & Degree  

Coeff 0.002 0.021*** 0.021*** 0.015*** 0.015*** 
Std Err (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.005) 

 Obs 37,984 37,984 37,984 37,984 37,650 
2+ A levels & Degree vs (comparison group) 2+ A levels 

2+ A levels & 
Degree  

Coeff 0.007*** 0.021*** 0.021*** 0.018*** 0.018*** 
Std Err (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 
Obs 149,611 149,611 149,611 149,611 149,331 

L3 BTECs & Degree or 2+ A levels & Degree vs (comparison group) (BTECs at L3 /2+ A levels) 
L3 BTECs & 
Degree  

Coeff -0.002 0.017*** 0.017*** 0.016*** 0.016*** 
Std Err (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

L3 BTECs & A 
levels & Degree  

Coeff 0.001 0.023*** 0.023*** 0.020*** 0.020*** 
Std Err (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.003) (0.004) 

2+ A levels & 
Degree  

Coeff 0.008*** 0.023*** 0.023*** 0.018*** 0.020*** 
Std Err (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

 Obs 187,595 187,595 187,595 187,595 187,317 
L3 BTECs & Degree vs (comparison group) 2+ A levels & Degree (restricted group) 

L3 BTECs & 
Degree  

Coeff -0.011*** -0.005*** -0.004** -0.001 -0.000 
Std Err (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

L3 BTECs & A 
levels & Degree  

Coeff -0.007* 0.000 0.001 0.002 0.002 
Std Err (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.003) (0.004) 

 Obs 102,139 102,078 102,078 102,078 101,958 
Note: Dependent variable: proportion of the year in employment at age 28. Estimated using a fractional logit (Generalised 
Linear Model). Robust standard errors in parentheses. ‘Restricted group’: sample restricted removing HEIs and subject areas 
with low incidence of BTEC students. *** statistically significant at 1% level; ** statistically significant at 5% level * statistically 
significant at 10% level. Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
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Table 3: Employment effects across different specifications - Females 

  
Baseline 

(1) 

Add HE 
controls 

(2) 

Ad KS2 test 
scores 

(3) 

Ad KS4 test 
scores 

(4) 

Add subject 
mix at level 3 

(5) 
L3 BTECs & Degree vs (comparison group) BTECs at L3 

L3 BTECs & 
Degree  

Coeff 0.011*** 0.023*** 0.021*** 0.018*** 0.021*** 
Std Err (0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

L3 BTECs & A 
levels & Degree  

Coeff 0.012*** 0.025*** 0.023*** 0.017*** 0.022*** 
Std Err (0.004) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) 

 Obs 28,216 28,216 28,216 28,216 28,166 
2+ A levels & Degree vs (comparison group) 2+ A levels 

2+ A levels & 
Degree  

Coeff 0.007*** 0.012*** 0.011*** 0.010*** 0.010*** 
Std Err (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 
Obs 167,324 167,324 167,324 167,324 167,026 

L3 BTECs & Degree or 2+ A levels & Degree vs (comparison group) (BTECs at L3 /2+ A levels) 
L3 BTECs & 
Degree  

Coeff 0.002 0.014*** 0.014*** 0.014*** 0.014*** 
Std Err (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

L3 BTECs & A 
levels & Degree  

Coeff 0.003 0.016*** 0.015*** 0.014*** 0.015*** 
Std Err (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 

2+ A levels & 
Degree  

Coeff 0.011*** 0.019*** 0.017*** 0.014*** 0.014*** 
Std Err (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

 Obs 195,540 195,540 195,540 195,540 195,245 
L3 BTECs & Degree vs (comparison group)2+ A levels & Degree (restricted group) 

L3 BTECs & 
Degree  

Coeff -0.010*** -0.005*** -0.003** -0.001 -0.001 
Std Err (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

L3 BTECs & A 
levels & Degree  

Coeff -0.007* -0.002 -0.001 -0.000 0.002 
Std Err (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 

 Obs 117,964 117,861 117,861 117,861 117,719 
Note: Dependent variable: proportion of the year in employment at age 28. Estimated using a fractional logit (Generalised 
Linear Model). Robust standard errors in parentheses. ‘Restricted group’: sample restricted removing HEIs and subject areas 
with low incidence of BTEC students. 
*** statistically significant at 1% level; ** statistically significant at 5% level * statistically significant at 10% level.  
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 

 

 

5. Conclusions 

 

In this paper we looked at characteristics and labour market outcomes for the group 
progressing to a first degree qualification after attaining a BTEC level 3. Overall, around 55% 
of learners in possession of BTECs progress to higher level qualifications and 30% achieve a 
first degree qualification or above. 

Compared to the group following the standard A level route (in possession of at least 2 A 
levels), learners achieving BTECs typically have lower values of prior attainment at Key Stage 
2 and Key Stage 4 and are also different in terms of other characteristics (eligibility for Free 
School Meals, Special Education Needs status). BTECs tend to be offered in specific subject 
areas and this is typically reflected in the subject area chosen at degree level. In addition, 
students enrolling in Higher Education via the BTEC route tend to do that at a later age and 
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have a higher incidence of part time students (compared to those enrolling via the A level 
route). 

The analysis of labour market characteristics at age 28 showed large gaps in raw annual 
earnings between the group following the BTEC route compared to those following the A level 
route, while there is little difference in the proportion of the year spent in employment.  

The regression analysis suggested the presence of aggregated earnings differentials of around 
18% for males and 22% for females compared to the group holding level 3 BTECs as highest 
qualification (with variation across different specifications). Earnings differentials for the 
group holding a combination of BTECs and A levels (e.g. level 3 BTECs and 1 A level) were quite 
similar for females (about 23%) and slightly lower for males (around 15%).  

Employment effects (in terms of the proportion of the year spend it employment) are typically 
positive and around 1.5 percentage points for males and 2 percentage points for females in 
possession of level 3 BTECs and a first degree compared to the group with level 3 BTECs as 
highest qualification. The employment effects estimated for the group holding a combination 
of BTECs and A levels (and a first degree) were also in the same range (1.5-2 percentage 
points) for both males and females.  

When attempting to compare labour market outcomes for the different groups achieving a 
first degree via different level 3 routes against a common counterfactual (those holding 2+ A-
Levels or level 3 BTECs as highest qualification), estimated differentials are positive for all the 
groups (at least in the final specifications). The gap between the group with 2+ A -Levels and 
a first degree is quite large in the early specifications (in excess of 20 percentage points), but 
declines as we introduce further control variables in the model and stand at around 4.5 
percentage points in the final specification. A direct comparison of outcomes between the 
groups achieving a first degree via different routes is even more problematic as there is little 
overlap in terms of characteristics (e.g. prior attainment) across these two groups and results 
showed large gaps in the initial specifications declining as further control variables were 
added into the model. 

Analysis by degree subject area showed particularly large earnings differentials for males and 
females in possession of a first degree in ‘Architecture’, ‘Engineering and Technology’, and 
(for females only) ‘Subjects allied to Medicine’. These are often in line with corresponding 
estimates observed for the group achieving a first degree via the A level route (once we 
control for all variables and we exclude students going to universities unlikely to accept BTECs 
in their admission requirements). 

Overall, BTECs seem to act as a stepping stone for further study especially for learners 
studying specific BTEC 3 subject areas. Expected earnings and employment differentials for 
someone progressing from a level 3 BTECs to a first degree are positive, with significant 
variation (for earnings differentials) by degree subject area of study.   
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Annex 1 

Approach used to define earnings and employment spells for individuals in the HMRC self-
assessment file 

When incorporating the information in the self-assessment files we have tried to follow a 
similar approach to that employed by the Department for Education in their Experimental 
statistics series on graduate outcomes using the Longitudinal Education Outcomes (LEO) 
data33.  With respect to data included in the HMRC self-assessment file we have: 

• Calculated total income from self-employment as the sum of income from a 
Partnership or Sole-Trader enterprise34. 

• Generated a variable for total income, including any earnings from PAYE recorded in 
the P14 file. 

• Considered individuals with income from self-employment greater than £0 to be in 
employment for the entire tax year. 

 

  

                                                 
33 See for example SFR 76/2017 “Experimental statistics: Graduate outcomes using the Longitudinal Education Outcomes (LEO) data – 
inclusion of self-employment earnings” available at 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/669747/SFR76_2017_SelfEmployme
nt_earnings.pdf and SFR 15/2018  and SFR 15/2018 available at 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/690859/SFR15_2018_Main_text.pdf  
34 For a limited number of self-employed individuals there were multiple records for income from a Partnership or Sole-Trader enterprise in 
the same tax year. In these cases we have kept the highest value for each source of income. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/669747/SFR76_2017_SelfEmployment_earnings.pdf%20and%20SFR%2015/2018
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/669747/SFR76_2017_SelfEmployment_earnings.pdf%20and%20SFR%2015/2018
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/690859/SFR15_2018_Main_text.pdf
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Tables and Figures  

Table 4: Glossary: Sector Subject Areas Tier 1 

Subject area short name Subject area full name 
Health Health, Public Services and Care 
Science and Maths Science and Mathematics 
Agriculture Agriculture, Horticulture and Animal Care 
Engineering Engineering and Manufacturing Technologies 
Construction Construction, Planning and the Built Environment 
ICT Information and Communication Technology 
Retail Retail and Commercial Enterprise 
Leisure and Tourism Leisure, Travel and Tourism 
Arts Arts, Media and Publishing 
History and Philosophy History, Philosophy and Theology 
Social Sciences Social Sciences 
Languages Languages, Literature and Culture 
Education Education and Training 
Business and Law Business, Administration and Law 

Source: London Economics based on information from the ILR 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/624339/Appendix_H_ILR_2017_to_2
018_v1_Published_July17.pdf 

Table 5: Glossary: HEI mission groups 

Mission group HE Institutions 
Russell Group Cardiff University, Imperial College of Science Technology and Medicine, King's College London, 

London School of Economics and Political Science, Newcastle University, Queen Mary University 
of London, Queen's University Belfast, The University of Birmingham, The University of Bristol, 
The University of Cambridge, The University of Edinburgh, The University of Exeter, The University 
of Glasgow, The University of Leeds, The University of Liverpool, The University of Manchester, 
The University of Oxford, The University of Sheffield, The University of Southampton, The 
University of Warwick,  The University of York, University College London, University of Durham, 
University of Nottingham,  

Million Plus Anglia Ruskin University,  Bath Spa University,  Birmingham City University,  Canterbury Christ 
Church University,  Edinburgh Napier University,  Leeds Metropolitan University,  London 
Metropolitan University,  Middlesex University,  Southampton Solent University,  Staffordshire 
University,  The University of Bolton,  The University of Cumbria,  The University of West London,  
University of Abertay Dundee,  University of Bedfordshire,  University of Central Lancashire,  
University of Derby,  University of East London,  University of Greenwich, University of 
Sunderland,  University of Wolverhampton,  University of the West of Scotland 

University Alliance Bournemouth University, Cardiff Metropolitan University, Coventry University, De Montfort 
University, Glasgow Caledonian University, Kingston University, Liverpool John Moores 
University, Nottingham Trent University, Open University(The), Oxford Brookes University, 
Sheffield Hallam University, Teesside University, The Manchester Metropolitan University, 
University of Bradford, University of Glamorgan, University of Hertfordshire, University of 
Huddersfield, University of Lincoln, University of Northumbria at Newcastle, University of 
Plymouth, University of Portsmouth, University of Salford, University of the West of England, 
Bristol 

former 1994 group* Birkbeck College, Goldsmiths' College, Institute of Education, Loughborough University, Royal 
Holloway College and Bedford New College, School of Oriental and African Studies, University of 
East Anglia, University of Essex, University of Lancaster, University of Leicester, University of 
Reading, University of Sussex 

Other  All other HEIs 
Note: * the 1994 group of Universities was founded in 1994 and disbanded in 2013.  
Source: http://learning-provider.data.ac.uk  

  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/624339/Appendix_H_ILR_2017_to_2018_v1_Published_July17.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/624339/Appendix_H_ILR_2017_to_2018_v1_Published_July17.pdf
http://learning-provider.data.ac.uk/
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Table 6: Labour market statistics at age 28 

Males 

Annual earnings 
(mean) 

Annual earnings 
(median) 

Proportion of the 
year in 

employment 

Proportion of the 
year in receipt of 

active labour 
market benefits 

2+ A levels & first degree £30,300 £35,000 81.5% 0.5% 
BTEC 3 & first degree £22,000 £23,800 81.9% 1.4% 
BTEC 3 & A levels & first degree £22,400 £24,200 82.3% 0.7% 
2+ A levels (highest qual) £23,700 £26,900 78.3% 0.9% 
BTEC 3 (highest qual) £19,800 £21,500 79.3% 1.8% 
Females  
2+ A levels & first degree £26,300 £28,200 82.9% 0.3% 
BTEC 3 & first degree £18,500 £19,100 81.2% 0.9% 
BTEC 3 & A levels & first degree £19,300 £19,700 82.0% 0.8% 
2+ A levels (highest qual) £19,800 £21,500 76.3% 0.6% 
BTEC 3 (highest qual) £14,600 £15,500 74.6% 1.1% 
Note: Age measured at the start of the academic year. First degree is the highest qualification held for the top three 
categories. Active labour market benefits: one of Jobseekers’ Allowance (and Job Training Allowance), Income Support, and 
Employment and Support Allowance. Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 

Table 7: Earnings differentials across different specifications- males 

  
Baseline 

(1) 

Add time 
left/HE 

controls 
(2) 

Ad KS2 test 
scores 

(3) 

Ad KS4 test 
scores 

(4) 

Add subject 
mix at level 3 

(5) 
L3 BTECs & Degree vs (comparison group) BTECs at L3 

L3 BTECs & 
Degree  

Coeff 0.105*** 0.200*** 0.190*** 0.153*** 0.168*** 
Std Err (0.006) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 

L3 BTECs & A 
levels & Degree  

Coeff 0.086*** 0.187*** 0.164*** 0.096*** 0.136*** 
Std Err (0.014) (0.015) (0.015) (0.016) (0.017) 

 Obs 35,692 35,692 35,692 35,692 35,363 
2+ A levels & Degree vs (comparison group)2+ A levels 

2+ A levels & 
Degree  

Coeff 0.197*** 0.217*** 0.206*** 0.165*** 0.145*** 
Std Err (0.004) (0.009) (0.009) (0.008) (0.008) 
Obs 143,239 143,239 143,239 143,239 142,977 

L3 BTECs & Degree or 2+ A levels & Degree vs (comparison group) (BTECs at L3 /2+ A levels) 
L3 BTECs & 
Degree  

Coeff 0.028*** 0.136*** 0.151*** 0.142*** 0.150*** 
Std Err (0.006) (0.008) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) 

L3 BTECs & A 
levels & Degree  

Coeff 0.010 0.136*** 0.129*** 0.085*** 0.106*** 
Std Err (0.014) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.014) 

2+ A levels & 
Degree  

Coeff 0.243*** 0.316*** 0.272*** 0.186*** 0.189*** 
Std Err (0.003) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) 

 Obs 178,931 178,931 178,931 178,931 178,671 
L3 BTECs & Degree vs (comparison group) 2+ A levels & Degree (restricted group) 

L3 BTECs & 
Degree  

Coeff -0.178*** -0.118*** -0.069*** -0.009 0.004 
Std Err (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.007) 

L3 BTECs & A 
levels & Degree  

Coeff -0.188*** -0.106*** -0.079*** -0.055*** -0.044*** 
Std Err (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) 

 Obs 98,233 98,173 98,173 98,173 98,057 
Note: Reporting coefficients. At age 28. Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** statistically significant at 1% level; ** statistically significant at 5% level * statistically significant at 10% level.  
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
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Table 8: Earnings differentials across different specifications - females 

  
Baseline 

(1) 

Add time 
left/HE 

controls 
(2) 

Ad KS2 test 
scores 

(3) 

Ad KS4 test 
scores 

(4) 

Add subject 
mix at level 3 

(5) 
L3 BTECs & Degree vs (comparison group) BTECs at L3 

L3 BTECs & 
Degree  

Coeff 0.217*** 0.241*** 0.227*** 0.201*** 0.200*** 
Std Err (0.008) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) 

L3 BTECs & A 
levels & Degree  

Coeff 0.264*** 0.294*** 0.260*** 0.211*** 0.210*** 
Std Err (0.016) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.021) 

 Obs 27,225 27,225 27,225 27,225 27,176 
2+ A levels & Degree vs (comparison group) 2+ A levels 

2+ A levels & 
Degree  

Coeff 0.232*** 0.232*** 0.214*** 0.178*** 0.157*** 
Std Err (0.004) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) 
Obs 162,381 162,381 162,381 162,381 162,099 

L3 BTECs & Degree or 2+ A levels & Degree   vs (comparison group) (BTECs at L3 /2+ A levels) 
L3 BTECs & 
Degree  

Coeff 0.060*** 0.106*** 0.133*** 0.138*** 0.164*** 
Std Err (0.007) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) 

L3 BTECs & A 
levels & Degree  

Coeff 0.102*** 0.155*** 0.152*** 0.125*** 0.141*** 
Std Err (0.015) (0.016) (0.016) (0.015) (0.015) 

2+ A levels & 
Degree  

Coeff 0.312*** 0.339*** 0.287*** 0.218*** 0.195*** 
Std Err (0.003) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) 

 Obs 189,606 189,606 189,606 189,606 189,327 
L3 BTECs & Degree vs (comparison group) 2+ A levels & Degree (restricted group) 

L3 BTECs & 
Degree  

Coeff -0.217*** -0.170*** -0.118*** -0.073*** -0.043*** 
Std Err (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.008) 

L3 BTECs & A 
levels & Degree  

Coeff -0.173*** -0.115*** -0.086*** -0.065*** -0.044*** 
Std Err (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) 

 Obs 114,940 114,840 114,840 114,840 114,706 
Note: Reporting coefficients. At age 28. Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** statistically significant at 1% level; ** statistically significant at 5% level * statistically significant at 10% level.  
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
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Table 9: Earnings differentials by degree subject area for those achieving BTECs and degree 
versus the group holding L3 BTECs as highest qualification – males 

Degree subject area 
Baseline 

(1) 

Add HE 
controls 

(2) 

Ad KS2 test 
scores 

(3) 

Ad KS4 test 
score 

(4) 

Add subject 
mix at level 3 

(5) 
Subjects allied to 
medicine 

0.136*** 0.252*** 0.247*** 0.201*** 0.160*** 
(0.036) (0.036) (0.036) (0.036) (0.037) 

Biological sciences 
 

0.101*** 0.199*** 0.185*** 0.148*** 0.101*** 
(0.015) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.017) 

Agriculture & related 
subjects 

0.108** 0.213*** 0.219*** 0.177*** 0.195*** 
(0.053) (0.053) (0.053) (0.052) (0.052) 

Physical sciences  
 

0.101*** 0.205*** 0.192*** 0.147*** 0.135*** 
(0.038) (0.039) (0.038) (0.038) (0.038) 

Computer science 
 

0.182*** 0.282*** 0.271*** 0.237*** 0.239*** 
(0.013) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.015) 

Engineering & technology 0.266*** 0.383*** 0.358*** 0.308*** 0.235*** 
(0.013) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) 

Architecture, building & 
planning 

0.442*** 0.565*** 0.544*** 0.497*** 0.350*** 
(0.017) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.021) 

Social studies 
 

0.095*** 0.199*** 0.201*** 0.161*** 0.115*** 
(0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.031) 

Law 
 

0.120** 0.225*** 0.226*** 0.200*** 0.145*** 
(0.050) (0.050) (0.050) (0.049) (0.049) 

Business & administrative 
studies 

0.148*** 0.249*** 0.239*** 0.210*** 0.190*** 
(0.015) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.017) 

Mass communications & 
documentation 

-0.064*** 0.036* 0.038* 0.015 0.122*** 
(0.020) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) 

Creative arts & design 
 

-0.104*** -0.005 -0.008 -0.041*** 0.077*** 
(0.010) (0.012) (0.011) (0.011) (0.012) 

Education 
 

0.105** 0.215*** 0.200*** 0.161*** 0.130*** 
(0.042) (0.043) (0.042) (0.042) (0.042) 

Obs 35,348 35,348 35,348 35,348 35,033 
Note: Reporting coefficients at age 28. Robust standard errors in parentheses. Only degree subject areas with at least 80 
observations are shown. Comparison group: individuals with either level 3 BTECs or a combination of level 3 BTECs & A-levels 
as the highest qualification. 
*** statistically significant at 1% level; ** statistically significant at 5% level * statistically significant at 10% level.  
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
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Table 10: Earnings differentials by degree subject area for those achieving BTECs and degree 
versus the group holding L3 BTECs as highest qualification – females 

Degree subject area 
Baseline 

(1) 

Add HE 
controls 

(2) 

Ad KS2 test 
scores 

(3) 

Ad KS4 test 
score 

(4) 

Add subject 
mix at level 3 

(5) 
Subjects allied to 
medicine 

0.392*** 0.429*** 0.413*** 0.382*** 0.383*** 
(0.021) (0.023) (0.022) (0.022) (0.023) 

Biological sciences 
 

0.237*** 0.261*** 0.243*** 0.213*** 0.189*** 
(0.019) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.022) 

Agriculture & related 
subjects 

0.200*** 0.223*** 0.210*** 0.175*** 0.215*** 
(0.043) (0.044) (0.044) (0.043) (0.045) 

Physical sciences  
 

0.190*** 0.220*** 0.195*** 0.164*** 0.169*** 
(0.045) (0.045) (0.045) (0.045) (0.046) 

Computer science 
 

0.362*** 0.390*** 0.382*** 0.355*** 0.333*** 
(0.040) (0.041) (0.040) (0.040) (0.044) 

Engineering & technology 0.371*** 0.397*** 0.370*** 0.332*** 0.297*** 
(0.037) (0.038) (0.037) (0.037) (0.039) 

Architecture, building & 
planning 

0.579*** 0.627*** 0.587*** 0.548*** 0.461*** 
(0.059) (0.060) (0.059) (0.059) (0.063) 

Social studies 
 

0.198*** 0.233*** 0.221*** 0.199*** 0.199*** 
(0.023) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) 

Law 
 

0.217*** 0.247*** 0.228*** 0.210*** 0.166*** 
(0.051) (0.052) (0.051) (0.051) (0.051) 

Business & administrative 
studies 

0.256*** 0.283*** 0.270*** 0.247*** 0.196*** 
(0.017) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.020) 

Mass communications & 
documentation 

0.224*** 0.243*** 0.229*** 0.210*** 0.221*** 
(0.028) (0.029) (0.029) (0.029) (0.030) 

Creative arts & design 
 

0.148*** 0.168*** 0.154*** 0.127*** 0.137*** 
(0.011) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.015) 

Education 
 

0.228*** 0.260*** 0.234*** 0.198*** 0.204*** 
(0.021) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.023) 

Obs 35,348 35,348 35,348 35,348 35,033 
Note: Reporting coefficients at age 28. Robust standard errors in parentheses. Only degree subject areas with at least 80 
observations are shown. Comparison group: individuals with either level 3 BTECs or a combination of level 3 BTECs & A-levels 
as the highest qualification. 
*** statistically significant at 1% level; ** statistically significant at 5% level * statistically significant at 10% level.  
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
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Table 11: Earnings differentials versus a common counterfactual estimated using IPWRA 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note: Sample restricted removing HEIs and subject areas with low incidence of BTEC students. At age 28. Treatment group: 
individuals in possession of a first degree (as highest qualification). Comparison group: individuals in possession of level 3 as 
highest qualification. Robust standard errors in parentheses. IPWRA: inverse-probability weighted regression adjustment. In 
order to achieve model convergence all observations with ‘not known’ in any of the relevant variables were excluded from 
the regression. Fourth specification used (controlling for prior attainment).  
*** statistically significant at 1% level; ** statistically significant at 5% level * statistically significant at 10% level. Source: 
London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 

Specification (4) (including KS2 
and KS4 test scores) 

Males Females 

BTEC 3 & A levels & first degree 0.153*** 0.221*** 
(0.013) (0.011) 

BTEC 3 & first degree 0.151*** 0.057* 
(0.027) (0.032) 

BTEC 3 & A levels & first degree 0.016 0.157*** 
(0.062) (0.056) 

N 127,018 122,601 



 
 

Figure 21 Earnings differentials: direct comparison on restricted sample by gender 

 

 
Note: Sample restricted removing HEIs and subject areas with low incidence of BTEC students. At age 28. Coefficients not 
statistically significant at the 5% level are shown as hollow circles/diamonds. Percentage effect reported (exp(δ)-1). 
Percentage effect reported (exp(δ)-1). Treatment group: individuals in possession of a first degree (as highest qualification) 
& level 3 BTECs or combination of BTECs and A levels. Comparison group: individuals in possession of a first degree (as highest 
qualification) & 2+ A levels. Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 



 
 

Table 12: Earnings differentials across groups holding a first degree estimated using IPWRA 

Specification (4) (including KS2 
and KS4 test scores) 

Males Females 

BTEC 3 & first degree -0.065*** -0.138*** 
(0.012) (0.015) 

BTEC 3 & A levels & first degree -0.148*** -0.144*** 
(0.027) (0.024) 

N 80,472 95,754 
Note: Sample restricted removing HEIs and subject areas with low incidence of BTEC students. At age 28. Treatment group: 
individuals in possession of a first degree (as highest qualification) & level 3 BTEC. Comparison group: individuals in 
possession of a first degree (as highest qualification) & 2+ A levels. Robust standard errors in parentheses. IPWRA: inverse-
probability weighted regression adjustment. In order to achieve model convergence all observations with ‘not known’ in any 
of the relevant variables were excluded from the regression. Fourth specification used (controlling for prior attainment).   
*** statistically significant at 1% level; ** statistically significant at 5% level * statistically significant at 10% level.  
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
 
Table 13: Regression results with KS4 distribution split using earnings deciles -males 

Upper bound 
Baseline 

(1) 

Add HE 
controls 

(2) 

Ad KS2 test 
scores 

(3) 

Add subject 
mix at level 3 

(5) 

Proportion in 
each decile 
2+ A levels 

Proportion in 
each decile 

BTECs 

1st decile 
 

-0.110*** -0.078*** -0.061*** -0.042** 3.4% 38.2% 
(0.014) (0.015) (0.015) (0.021)   

2nd decile 
 

-0.034*** -0.006 -0.002 -0.010 9.8% 23.1% 
(0.012) (0.012) (0.013) (0.016)   

3rd decile 
 

-0.037** -0.022 -0.019 -0.021 11.3% 12.6% 
(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.018)   

4th decile 
 

-0.058*** -0.013 -0.006 0.004 10.7% 7.5% 
(0.018) (0.019) (0.019) (0.022)   

5th decile 
 

-0.055*** -0.009 -0.003 0.004 12.5% 6.2% 
(0.020) (0.021) (0.021) (0.024)   

6th decile 
 

-0.101*** -0.068*** -0.062*** -0.037 14.3% 5.1% 
(0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.025)   

7th decile 
 

-0.080*** -0.034 -0.027 0.010 10.8% 2.9% 
(0.028) (0.029) (0.029) (0.032)   

8th decile 
 

-0.088*** -0.025 -0.014 0.018 11.9% 2.3% 
(0.033) (0.033) (0.034) (0.037)   

9th decile 
 

-0.088** -0.022 -0.012 0.048 8.2% 1.3% 
(0.044) (0.045) (0.045) (0.048)   

Maximum 
 

-0.088* -0.032 -0.022 0.072 7.2% 0.9% 
(0.053) (0.054) (0.054) (0.057)   

Note: The KS4 distribution was divided into ten categories depending on the values of the earnings deciles. Sample restricted 
removing HEIs and subject areas with low incidence of BTEC students. At age 28. Treatment group: individuals in possession 
of a first degree (as highest qualification) & level 3 BTEC. Comparison group: individuals in possession of a first degree (as 
highest qualification) & 2+ A levels. Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** statistically significant at 1% level; ** statistically significant at 5% level * statistically significant at 10% level.  
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
 



43 
 

Table 14: Regression results with KS4 distribution split using earnings deciles -females 

Upper bound 
Baseline 

(1) 

Add HE 
controls 

(2) 

Ad KS2 test 
scores 

(3) 

Add subject 
mix at level 3 

(5) 

Proportion in 
each decile 
2+ A levels 

Proportion in 
each decile 

BTECs 

1st decile 
 

-0.148*** -0.120*** -0.093*** -0.098*** 2.3% 27.4% 
(0.018) (0.018) (0.019) (0.026)   

2nd decile 
 

-0.079*** -0.061*** -0.053*** -0.057*** 7.2% 22.0% 
(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.019)   

3rd decile 
 

-0.088*** -0.068*** -0.063*** -0.048** 9.5% 14.2% 
(0.015) (0.016) (0.016) (0.020)   

4th decile 
 

-0.083*** -0.059*** -0.049*** -0.008 9.9% 10.0% 
(0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.023)   

5th decile 
 

-0.134*** -0.107*** -0.106*** -0.073*** 12.4% 8.3% 
(0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.023)   

6th decile 
 

-0.127*** -0.098*** -0.090*** -0.043* 14.9% 6.7% 
(0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.025)   

7th decile 
 

-0.146*** -0.118*** -0.110*** -0.071** 11.8% 4.0% 
(0.027) (0.027) (0.027) (0.031)   

8th decile 
 

-0.177*** -0.128*** -0.114*** -0.050 13.8% 3.8% 
(0.027) (0.027) (0.027) (0.031)   

9th decile 
 

-0.201*** -0.148*** -0.125*** -0.036 9.6% 2.1% 
(0.036) (0.037) (0.037) (0.041)   

Maximum 
 

-0.238*** -0.194*** -0.173*** -0.107** 8.5% 1.5% 
(0.043) (0.044) (0.044) (0.049)   

Note: The KS4 distribution was divided into ten categories depending on the values of the earnings deciles. Sample restricted 
removing HEIs and subject areas with low incidence of BTEC students. At age 28. Treatment group: individuals in possession 
of a first degree (as highest qualification) & level 3 BTEC. Comparison group: individuals in possession of a first degree (as 
highest qualification) & 2+ A levels. Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** statistically significant at 1% level; ** statistically significant at 5% level * statistically significant at 10% level.  
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
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Table 15: Employment effects by degree subject area for the groups holding BTECs and 
degree - males 

Degree subject area 
Baseline 

(1) 

Add HE 
controls 

(2) 

Ad KS2 test 
scores 

(3) 

Ad KS4 test 
score 

(4) 

Add subject 
mix at level 3 

(5) 
Subjects allied to 
medicine 

-0.003 0.018* 0.018* 0.014 0.011 
(0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.011) 

Biological sciences 
 

0.001 0.018*** 0.018*** 0.014*** 0.006 
(0.004) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) 

Agriculture & related 
subjects 

0.007 0.024 0.024 0.020 0.006 
(0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) 

Physical sciences  
 

-0.007 0.011 0.011 0.007 0.005 
(0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.011) 

Computer science 
 

0.006 0.023*** 0.023*** 0.020*** 0.018*** 
(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 

Engineering & 
technology 

0.015*** 0.035*** 0.035*** 0.030*** 0.027*** 
(0.004) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) 

Architecture, building & 
planning 

0.007 0.029*** 0.028*** 0.024*** 0.012* 
(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.007) 

Social studies 
 

-0.010 0.008 0.008 0.004 0.001 
(0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) 

Law 
 

-0.004 0.015 0.015 0.013 0.006 
(0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) 

Business & 
administrative studies 

-0.004 0.014*** 0.014*** 0.011** 0.007 
(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.005) 

Mass communications & 
documentation 

-0.008 0.010* 0.010* 0.008 0.019*** 
(0.005) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) 

Creative arts & design 
 

-0.013*** 0.004 0.004 0.001 0.014*** 
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

Education 
 

0.018 0.037*** 0.037** 0.033** 0.025* 
(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) 

Obs 40,040 40,040 40,040 40,040 39,675 
Note: Dependent variable: proportion of the year in employment at age 28. Estimated using a fractional logit (Generalised 
Linear Model). Robust standard errors in parentheses.  Only degree subject areas with at least 80 observations are shown.  
*** statistically significant at 1% level; ** statistically significant at 5% level * statistically significant at 10% level.  
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
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Table 16: Employment effects by degree subject area for the groups holding BTECs and 
degree - females 

Degree subject area 
Baseline 

(1) 

Add HE 
controls 

(2) 

Ad KS2 test 
scores 

(3) 

Ad KS4 test 
score 

(4) 

Add subject 
mix at level 3 

(5) 
Subjects allied to 
medicine 

0.018*** 0.034*** 0.033*** 0.030*** 0.023*** 
(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) 

Biological sciences 
 

0.020*** 0.032*** 0.030*** 0.027*** 0.021*** 
(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.007) 

Agriculture & related 
subjects 

0.028** 0.039*** 0.037*** 0.033** 0.033** 
(0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.014) 

Physical sciences  
 

0.015 0.028** 0.025* 0.022* 0.028** 
(0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.014) 

Computer science 
 

0.011 0.022** 0.022** 0.020* 0.017 
(0.010) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.012) 

Engineering & 
technology 

0.015 0.028*** 0.025** 0.021** 0.027** 
(0.010) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) 

Architecture, building & 
planning 

0.004 0.022 0.019 0.015 0.019 
(0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) 

Social studies 
 

0.002 0.017*** 0.015** 0.013** 0.007 
(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.007) 

Law 
 

0.020 0.033** 0.032** 0.030** 0.028* 
(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) 

Business & 
administrative studies 

0.017*** 0.029*** 0.028*** 0.026*** 0.023*** 
(0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) 

Mass communications & 
documentation 

-0.006 0.004 0.003 0.001 0.011 
(0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) 

Creative arts & design 
 

0.004 0.014*** 0.013*** 0.010*** 0.021*** 
(0.003) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 

Education 
 

0.019*** 0.033*** 0.030*** 0.026*** 0.018*** 
(0.006) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) 

Obs 29,458 29,458 29,458 29,458 29,401 
Note: Dependent variable: proportion of the year in employment at age 28. Estimated using a fractional logit (Generalised 
Linear Model). Robust standard errors in parentheses.  Only degree subject areas with at least 80 observations are shown.  
*** statistically significant at 1% level; ** statistically significant at 5% level * statistically significant at 10% level.  
Source: London Economics’ analysis of LEO data 
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