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In recent years, higher education students have been increasingly positioned as consumers. Various higher 
education reforms have been based on the assumption that students will actively 'shop around', comparing 
institutions and courses to secure the best possible education. This form of 'educational choice' is seen as for 
promoting competition between institutions and, consequently, for raising standards. Yet there is currently little 
understanding of how university applicants make their choices or even if they do engage with higher education 
‘marketing’ as consumers. 
The process of applying to study medicine is particularly complex and highly competitive, with over 20,000 
applicants for 8,000 places each year and only 50% of applicants receiving one or more offers. The UK Medical 
Applicant Cohort Study (UKMACS) is a National Institution for Health Research (NIHR) funded research project 
that aims to develop an understanding of medical school application from the perspective of the applicant. 
 
UKMACS started in 2018 with a qualitative study, interviewing potential medical school applicants and current 
medical applicants around the UK from diverse backgrounds about how they choose which medical schools to 
apply to, including which information they used to help them make their choices. Findings from that initial analysis 
have informed the development of a questionnaire to be administered to all 2019 medical applicants to look at 
their strategies and application choices, which will then be linked prospectively with data on their actual 
applications, offers, and acceptances. UKMACS also contains a retrospective analysis of administrative data on 
medical applicants from 2007 to 2017, which will enable us to establish whether applicants’ backgrounds 
influence their choices of medical schools, and whether those choices are partly responsible for the lower 
success rates of applicants from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. 
 
UKMACS aims to reveal some of the secrets of how background influences awareness of information, which 
information sources are privileged and how the information is used to make choices that can impact their future 
prospects of getting into medical school and having a career in medicine. Universities market their courses to 
prospective applicants, teachers and parents may give advice but exactly how these decisions are made is 
currently a mystery. 
 
To be able to predict the outcomes of selection we need to develop an understanding of the process, strategies 
and thinking behind applicant choices and the factors impacting on those choices. Fundamental to the UKMACS 
study is the belief that widening participation is about ensuring those with the potential to become a doctor are 
given the opportunity by making the right choices for them.  
 
Brought together, the UKMACS findings will enable us to find out whether people from different backgrounds are 
using information differently, how this affects their choices, their chances of becoming a doctor, how successful 
they are and even what sort of doctor they become –it is already known that far fewer elite medical school 
graduates apply to become GPs, yet those that do are more successful. Final outcomes of the study will focus on 
improved advice and guidance and tools for all applicants to medical schools and provide medical schools and 
HEIs with a clearer picture of university applicants and how they make their choices. 
 
What has already come out from the interviews is a picture of medical school applicants as committed and 
thoughtful, intelligent individuals who differ in terms of their available social capital. Personal contacts through 
friends, family and school, as well as visits to medical schools are strong influences, and further UKMACS results 
will help reveal how these would-be doctors use information about the admissions process, about medical 
schools and about what life is like as a medical student or doctor to make their choices. In essence, the picture 
developing is of the applicant as a dynamic user of information sources and an active decision-maker rather than 
the passive consumer model that seems to underlie most university approaches. This contrast in approaches 
may have a negative impact on many potential applicants to medical school and to HE in general, explaining how 
applicants feel university recruitment lacks utility, accessibility, usability and expectation matching. 
 
This paper makes use of the latest qualitative and quantitative findings from the UKMACS research strands, an 
analysis of UK medical school recruitment and user experience design models of user (applicant) behaviour to 
develop a model of the university applicant as an active user and decision-maker rather than passive consumer 
of marketing material. 


