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The Open Univers i ty  (OU) admi t ted i ts  f i rs t  s tudents  in  1971,  and wi th in  a  shor t
space of  t ime estab l ished i tse l f  as the UK’s  largest  un ivers i ty  wi th  over  200,000
students  and customers.  The OU represents  a  s tagger ing 31% of  a l l  par t - t ime
degree leve l  s tudents  in  the UK and approx imate ly  26,000 s tudents  are s tudy ing
OU courses throughout  Europe and across the wor ld .

Automated data capture for
the Destinations of Leavers from
Higher Education Survey

The Higher  Educat ion Stat is t ics  Author i ty  (HESA)
is  the author i ta t ive po in t  o f  re ference for  
educat ional  in format ion and twice a year  i t
requi res every h igher  educat ion inst i tu t ion in  the
UK to  conduct  a  DLHE (Dest inat ions of  Leavers
f rom Higher  Educat ion)  Survey,  former ly  known
as ‘FDS’ .  Th is  survey represents  a  snapshot  o f
graduate act iv i t ies  s ix  months af ter  complet ion
of  the i r  course and is  conducted every January 
and Apr i l .  In  l ine wi th in  the legal  f ramework in
which HESA operates,  the survey requi res an
80% response rate f rom graduates to  ensure the
Stat is t ics  Agency receive a comprehensive and
representat ive sample of  resu l ts  throughout  the
UK.

When i t  came to  choosing a suppl ier  to  co l lec t
and capture the survey data,  the OU inv i ted a
tender  f rom DRS, a loca l ly  based company wi th
a dependable reputat ion in  complex data capture
pro jects .  DRS spec ia l ises in  the development
and manufacture of  data capture technolog ies
and so lu t ions.  Designed to  capture h igh vo lume,
t ime-cr i t ica l  and complex data for  organisat ions
throughout  the wor ld ,  DRS has been at  the 
foref ront  o f  th is  sophis t icated technology for
over  three decades.

T h e  s o l u t i o n
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Cement ing a s t rong ex is t ing re la t ionship,  the OU
asked DRS to offer  a  proposal  on the most
appropr ia te  appl icat ion of  data capture to  
under take the DLHE pro ject .  Impressed by the
breadth and capabi l i ty  o f  serv ice,  as wel l  as  the
extens ive exper ience demonstrated in  prov id ing
data capture for  o ther  h igher  educat ion 
estab l ishments,  DRS offered the most  
comprehensive range of  so lu t ions to  adhere to
the s t r ic t  regulat ions set  out  by HESA and was
chosen to  conduct  the survey and del iver  the
resul ts .

Due to  the h igh ly  spec ia l is t  nature of  the DLHE
quest ionnai re  and the h igh leve l  o f  accuracy
which was requi red to  process and e lect ron ica l ly
capture the data,  i t  was necessary for  DRS to
overpr in t  the ex is t ing A3 s ize s tandard HESA
forms wi th  a  number  o f  features.  In  addi t ion
to the name and address,  barcodes were
requi red a long wi th  a  s tudent  ID number  and a
PIN number  to  a l low s tudents  to  log in to  a  web
vers ion of  the quest ionnai re  so they could a lso
respond e lect ron ica l ly,  which in  i tse l f  was 
powered by a secure back-end database 
developed by DRS.

E x t e n s i v e  e x p e r i e n c e

“ . . .  DRS offered the most  
comprehensive range of  so lu t ions to  

adhere to  the s t r ic t  regulat ions set  out  by HESA .. . ”

The  c h a l l e n g e

With a huge number  of  graduates and 
complex data co l lec t ion requi rements,  the OU
recognised that  the log is t ics  o f  carry ing out  th is
survey was go ing to  put  a  huge pressure on i ts  
admin is t ra t ive resource.  Contact ing and 
co l lec t ing data f rom12,000 s tudents  a f ter  they
had f in ished the i r  courses was go ing to  take a
great  deal  o f  t ime,  p lanning and at tent ion,
someth ing which the OU s imply  could not
achieve in  the chal lenging t imeframe set  out  by
HESA, so i t  dec ided to  seek a suppl ier  who i t
cou ld t rust  and outsource the ent i re  pro ject .



Fast, accurate and secure data capture
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DRS has re f ined the model  for  data co l lec t ion
wi th  the a im of  opt imis ing capture of  the 
greatest  amount  o f  data in  the cheapest  poss ib le
way.  Phase 1 of  the pro ject  was to  emai l  
graduates for  whom the Univers i ty  have personal
emai l  addresses making them aware of  the 
survey and the fact  that  they would be rece iv ing
a le t ter  about  the survey in  the next  few days.
The emai l  conta ined a hyper l ink  to  a  web s i te
wi th  an e lect ron ic  vers ion of  the survey.  The 
le t ter  conta ined the s tudent  ID number  and 
personal  PIN which enabled graduates to  access
the web s i te  as wel l  as  an overpr in ted form and
reply  pa id  envelope.  DRS fo l lowed th is  to  people
who had not  responded to  date wi th  a  reminder
postcard.

For  Phase 2,  the f ina l  s tage of  chas ing leavers
who had not  yet  responded,  DRS t ra ined a 
qual i f ied team of  in terv iewers us ing Computer
Ass is ted Telephone In terv iewing (CATI)
techniques.  In terv iewers contacted leavers 
dur ing the ear ly  evening or  weekend to  complete
a te lephone vers ion of  the survey.

D a t a  c o l l e c t i o n
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Once a l l  o f  the survey forms had been returned
to the DRS Bureau fac i l i ty  and co l la ted wi th  web
and te lephone responses,  they were processed
through a range of  DRS Opt ica l  Mark Readers
and In te l l igent  Character  Recogni t ion 
technology,  u t i l i s ing sophis t icated and unique
data va l idat ion rout ines to  e lect ron ica l ly  capture
the survey data.  

In  order  to  meet  HESA regulat ions a l l  the 
quest ions needed to  be completed and cer ta in
answers had to  be categor ised us ing Standard
Indust r ia l  C lass i f icat ion (SIC)  and Standard
Occupat ional  Class i f icat ion (SOC).  A s ign i f icant
por t ion of  DRS development  t ime was a l located
to the des ign of  a  bespoke sof tware appl icat ion,
which would both ‘search and suggest ’ poss ib le
codes,  and a lso prov ide a dr i l l -down type
inter face.  Combin ing th is  wi th  spec ia l  t ra in ing
for  a  dedicated team of  DRS personnel  ensured
that  th is  impor tant  aspect  o f  the data 
management  was carr ied out  cons is tent ly,  and
wi th in  the t ight  t imescales as s t ipu la ted by
HESA.

The very  nature of  the DLHE survey denotes
that  a l l  graduates need to  be contacted and
fo l lowed up.  However  graduates tend to  move
on very  qu ick ly  in to  a  var ie ty  o f  occupat ions,
h igher  educat ion estab l ishments or  s imply  go
t ravel ing and consequent ly  become d i f f icu l t  to
t rack.  DRS was able to  co l lec t  the data for  the
OU DLHE survey and del iver  the resu l ts  
qu ick ly,  accurate ly  and secure ly  ahead of
schedule.

B e s p o k e  s o f t w a r e

“Obta in ing the data for  the DLHE
survey was a lways go ing to  be a
chal lenging job,  but  the DRS team
exceeded our  expectat ions and we

were ab le  to  de l iver  accurate
resul ts  fast .  We wi l l  def in i te ly

be us ing i ts  serv ices in  the fu ture. ”
Bever ley Midwood

The Open Univers i ty


