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Mystery shopping: set-up overview
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Mystery shopping: The personas

▪
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The Mystery Shopping Process
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Executive Summary & 
Recommendations  
Key recommendations and findings
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Four main types of enquirer experience 
have been identified 
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Based on our mystery shopping the majority of courses did not 
offer a scholarship, discount or bursary pre-application
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A number of courses offer flexibility as an incentive to 
prospective applicants

▪

30%

…of courses were flexible with 
their English language entry 

requirements
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Recommendations – learn from examples of 
best practice 

▪ ▪

▪


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Recommendations – learn from examples of 
best practice 

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪
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Recommendations – learn from examples of 
best practice 

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪

“You are not required to do IELTS if you have 

studied or worked in English before. You can 

simply request a letter from an employer 

stating that you are fully proficient in English 

and we will accept it as a proof of your level 

of English”

City, University of London – Global Finance



15

Key Findings
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Enquirer Experiences 
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Four different types of enquirer experiences have been 
identified through the mystery shopping

▪

▪

▪
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Courses that offer little – no contact were hard to get in touch with 
and offered very limited help and advice to prospective students 

▪

▪

▪

“Thanks for getting in touch with the 

Student Admissions Service. 

Responding to your enquiry is really 

important to us.

If you have sent us documents or 

have got in touch with a question we 

are working on it for you and will get 

back to you within 2 working days”

Bristol University – Applied 

Neuropsychology
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Courses that offer limited help answer the basic questions but 
show no interest in prospective applicants

▪

▪

▪

“Thank you for your email. There is 

information about funding

postgraduate study here.”

Bristol University – Applied Neuropsychology

“Thanks for your enquiry. I suggest 

reviewing UCLs general English 

Language requirement guidance here”

University College London – Paediatric Dentistry
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Courses offering detailed information seem to genuinely want to 
help prospective applicants, but there is no ongoing support

▪

▪

▪
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Courses offering one-to-one contact sell the course and guide 
students through the application process

▪

▪

▪

▪

“The application 

deadline is less 2 weeks 

away and we are keen to 

support you in making the 

process as smooth as 

possible, so you are still 

able to achieve your 

goal.” University of Glasgow –

Public Health
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Interaction with courses varies across the 
board
▪

▪
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Courses get in touch with prospective applicants via email; 
few use alternative methods such as texts or voicemails

“Please be reminded that the application deadline for 

the September 2019 intake is midnight (BST) tonight, 

Monday 19th August 2019.”

Text from King’s College London – International Finance and 

Commercial Law

“I am trying to contact you regarding your interest in 

our MSc in Global Finance & Banking. As a next step 

we recommend having a personal consultation call 

to answer your key questions.”

Voicemail from King’s College London – International Finance 

and Commercial Law
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Through the mystery shopping 4 contact types have 
been identified 
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Admin inboxes and enquiry teams tend to be less 
helpful towards prospective applicants

▪

▪

▪

“Unfortunately, we are unable to advise you 

regarding funding.  We would advise you to 

check our website for funding that you may 

be eligible for.”

Exeter University – Genomic medicine

▪

▪

▪

▪

“I would recommend visiting our Open Learn website. 

This site offers thousands of free online courses, research 

papers and online activities…You are able to either 

register online by clicking on the module registration 

tab and following the steps or you are welcome to call in 

and talk to one of our advisors 

Open University- Educational Leadership and 

Management
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Course Advisers are not common practice but are the 
most responsive to students

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

“As a first step, if you're able to send me a copy of 

your CV and a very brief description of your goals 

that would be fantastic and I'll be best placed to 

advise you further.”  

City University of London – Global Finance

“Thank you for expressing an interest in the 

University of Glasgow’s Online Public Health 

programme. I am here to support your decision-

making process and my goal is to ensure that this is 

the right programme for you.” University of Glasgow –

Public Health
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There was mixed communications from teaching staff

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪
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The University of Glasgow and King’s College London 
send the most detailed materials out of all competitors

•

•

•
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All courses enquired at Queen Mary University of London and most 
courses at King’s College London sent online materials

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪
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Just under half send marketing emails, with more being 
sent closer to the application deadline 

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪
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Marketing emails aim to give students an idea of what it 
would be like to study the course

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪
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Not all marketing content is relevant to online 
postgraduate learners

▪

▪

▪
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Through our experiences during the mystery shopping, a number 
of do’s and don’ts of marketing emails can be collated;

Do’s Don’ts
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Targeted social media advertising is used by a range of 
universities

▪

▪

▪
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Scholarships, Discounts & 
Bursaries
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The vast majority of courses did not offer  
scholarship, discount or bursary
▪

▪
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No scholarships were offered to any persona during the 
mystery shopping
▪

▪

▪

“There is a scholarship which we have 

just been informed about for high 

achieving offer holders. The Glenmore 

Medical Online Postgraduate 

Scholarship would particularly welcome 

applications from students from Africa 

with offers from eligible MSc 

programmes”

The University of Edinburgh – Public Health 

https://www.rgu.ac.uk/study/finance-funding/funding-and-scholarships-search
https://www.ed.ac.uk/studying/postgraduate/degrees/index.php?r=site/view&edition=2019&id=825
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The majority of courses do not offer any discounts 
towards their fees, but some offer more help than others

▪

“Discounts or bursaries are not available for this 

course. The only option could be the student 

loan, but you need to check if you have the 

correct recruitments [Link to loans website]”

Aesthetic Dentistry– King’s College London

▪

▪

“Currently, we do not provide financial aid to our 

students. I would suggest viewing the Scholarships 

Portal for any scholarship opportunities.” 

Educational Leadership and Management - The Open 

University 
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University of Birmingham offered discounts to UK & EU 
personas to encourage ‘early’ application

“Hi Grace, (International persona)

Sorry it took so long to get back to you.

I am afraid we would not be able to offer 

anything for entry this year.

Apologies

Neil

Professor of Minerals Engineering – University of 

Birmingham

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪

“Hi Zoe, (EU persona)

Good to hear from you. We can cut the fees to 

£9,600 for the full MSc and it is possible to pay 

in instalments. A significant number of the 

P.M.S on the course are sponsored by their 

companies. 

We would be happy to present the course to 

your HR people at Siemens if that helps. 

Regards, Neil

Professor of Minerals Engineering – University of 

Birmingham
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Queen Mary University offered a discount to the EU identity for the 
Global Public Health course close to the application deadline

“This is something I could investigate for 

you as Admissions often provide early 

application incentives to applicants. Would 

you be able to submit your application 

within the next few days? I can then consult 

Admissions to investigate how we can 

bridge the gap.” 

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪

We have an opportunity for 750 

pounds fee reduction, which is split in 

two:

- 500 pounds fee reduction if you 

apply before the 30th July;

- 250 pounds fee reduction if you 

reserve your spot on the programme 

within 48 hours upon admissions.

Do you think this tuition reductions 

will help you start your studies?
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Queen Mary – Global Public Health was the only course to offer a 
bursary

“Dear Olivia, Thank you for your email. There is 

very limited financial support from the 

University for Masters courses. Information 

about what is available can be found on our 

web page [Link to website]”

University of Nottingham - MRes Molecular Pathology, 

Bioinformatics and Diagnostics

▪ ▪

▪

“The Open University does not provide 

scholarships or discounts…For further 

information on financial support, please see the 

link below”

The Open University - Finance



Flexibility: IELTS & 
application deadline 
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A number of courses offer flexibility as an incentive to 
prospective applicants

▪

▪

30%

…of courses were flexible with 
their English language entry 

requirements
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30% of courses offer flexibility on IELTS 
requirements pre-application

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪

“You are not required to do IELTS if you have studied or worked in 

English before. You can simply request a letter from an employer stating 

that you are fully proficient in English and we will accept it as a proof of 

your level of English”

City, University of London – Global Finance
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Flexibility on application deadline is offered 
by a few courses closer to the deadline
▪ “The application deadline was yesterday, as I told 

you if you are interested in doing the course I can try 

and extend your deadline” 

City, University of London – Global Finance

▪

▪

▪

“If you are interested to join us for September 

2019 intake, applications for full-time entry in 

September are normally required by July, but 

will be accepted later subject to places being 

available”

Aston University – Global Finance

▪

“If you wish to start in September, you will need 

to submit an application no later than end of this 

week (7th July).”

University of Bath – Educational Leadership and 

Management
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Appendix
Example Course Advisor emails, List of courses who use Course Advisors, Summary of 
discounts offered & IELTS flexibility, What courses accept in lieu of IELTS, Online materials 
received and Online adverts
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Appendix: Example Course Advisor emails 
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Appendix: Course Advisors

▪
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Appendix: Discounts offered & IELTS flexibility 
summary
▪

▪

▪

University Course title

Discount offered Flexibility

UK EU INT IELTS
English In-
house test 

offered

Aston University Health Psychology N N N N N

Cardiff University Genetic and Genomic Counselling N N N N N

City, University of London Global Finance N N N Y N

Coventry University Cyber Security N N N N N

Coventry University Teenage and Young Adult Cancer Care N N N N N

King's College London International Financial and Commercial Law N N N N N

King's College London Psychology & Neuroscience of Mental Health N N N N N

King's College London Global Finance and Banking N N N N N

King's College London Public Health N N N Y N

King's College London Aesthetic Dentistry N N N N N

Newcastle University Oncology N N N Y N

Queen Mary University of London Global Public Health Y Y Y N N

Queen Mary University of London Cancer and Clinical Oncology N N N N N

Queen Mary University of London Genomic Medicine N N N N N

Sheffield Hallam University Advanced Clinical Practice: Radiotherapy and Oncology N N N N N

The Open University Education (Leadership and Management) N N N Y N

The Open University Finance N N N Y N

The Queen's University of Belfast Educational Leadership N N N Y N

The Robert Gordon University Project Management N N N Y Y

The Robert Gordon University Law and International Commercial Law N N N N Y

The Robert Gordon University Law N N N N Y

The University of Bath Education (Educational Leadership and Management) N N N Y N

The University of Edinburgh Public Health N N N N N

The University of Edinburgh Restorative Dentistry (Online Learning) N N N N N

The University of Edinburgh Molecular Pathology and Genomic Medicine N N N Y N

The University of Edinburgh International Commercial Law & Practice N N N Y N
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Appendix: Discounts offered & IELTS flexibility 
summary
▪

▪

▪

University Course title

Discount offered Flexibility

UK EU INT IELTS
English In-
house test 

offered

The University of Sheffield Master of Public Health N N N N N

The University of York Finance, Leadership and Management N N N Y N

University College London Paediatric Dentistry N N N N N

University College London Applied Educational Leadership and Management N N N N N

University of Birmingham Restorative Dentistry N N N Y N

University of Birmingham Industrial Project Management Y Y N Y N

University of Bristol Applied Neuropsychology N N N Y N

University of Exeter Genomic Medicine N N N N N

University of Glasgow Public Health N N N N N

University of Glasgow Psychology (Conversion) N N N N N

University of Glasgow Data Analytics N N N N N

University of Leeds Advanced Dental Practice PGDip (Open to home/EU students only) N N N N N

University of Nottingham Educational Leadership and Management N N N N N

University of Nottingham MRes Molecular Pathology, Bioinformatics and Diagnostics N N N Y N

BPP University (London Campuses) International Business Law

National University of Ireland, Galway Health Sciences (Oncology)

The University of Sheffield Health Informatics

University of Glasgow Advanced Education Leadership

The University of Liverpool Cyber Security

The University of Liverpool Project Management

The University of Liverpool Public Health

The University of Liverpool International Business Law

The University of Liverpool Corporate Finance 

The University of Liverpool Psychology
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Appendix: IELTS – What courses accept in lieu of IELTS
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Appendix – Online materials received 
▪
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Appendix – Online materials received 
▪
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Appendix – Online materials received 

▪
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Appendix: Online adverts
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Appendix: Online adverts
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Appendix: Online adverts
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Appendix: Online adverts
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Appendix: Online adverts
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Appendix: Online adverts




