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Introduction: why PGR 
admissions matter?
Postgraduate researcher (PGR) admissions play a crucial 
role in shaping research cultures, yet traditional selection 
processes often reinforce systemic barriers to access 
(Posselt, 2016).
Scholars advocate revisiting evaluation metrics for more 
equitable graduation admissions (Reyes, 2021). 
Implications for reframing merit and reforming graduate 
admissions are discussed in literature to widen 
participation to candidates from underrepresented 
groups (Posselt, 2023; Tan, 2024). 

How is competency-based doctoral admissions translated into 
institutional practice across different UK higher education 
settings?



Merit and Competence

• Degree 
classification

• Publication 
record

• Institutional 
prestige 

• Ability to undertake 
doctoral work

• Motivation
• Resilience
• Communication
• Analytical/critical 

thinking





The EDEPI framework as intervention



EDEPI WP2 
data overview
2022-2025



Multi-institutional Ethnography (Smith, 2005)

Institutional ethnography is useful here because it asks how everyday practices are 
coordinated by institutional processes, texts and routines.

In this study, we are not only interested in formal policy statements. 

• institutional reflections, 
• admissions documents, 
• CoP learning, workshops, 
• templates, 
• scoring matrices. 
Work based on collaborative practice reflection and institutional documents, rather 
than a conventional external evaluation. 



Three institutional translations

THE OPEN UNIVERSITY NEWCASTLE UNIVERSITY UNIVERSITY OF GLASGOW



Case 1: Glasgow/DiveIn: 
redesign for cohort-based 
interdisciplinary 
recruitment



• EPSRC Centre for Doctoral Training in Diversity-Led, Mission-Driven Research 

• Aims to foster interdisciplinary and diverse teams to create impactful and 
innovative research

• Justice, Equity, Diversity, Inclusion embedded across governance, management, 
and recruitment

• Recruiting students across all STEM subjects in UKRI mission priority areas

• Cohort-based learning where the cohort is primary unit of training:

• We do not recruit for individual projects; projects are co-created after entry

• Selection implication: not just individuals but future teams

• Peer leadership, collaborative problem solving, mentoring, interdisciplinary teamwork, 
shared ownership of research culture

• Admissions focus on both individual excellence and collective cohort potential
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Case 1 features:
• pseudoanonymous competency-based shortlisting;
• separation of CDT offer and PhD project;
• structured competency questions and practical data exercise;
• pre-circulated interview questions;
• applicant webinars, office hours and application support videos;
• PGR participation in interview;
• use of recruitment data and PCA to test robustness;
• advocacy for candidates whose degree classifications would not 

traditionally mark them as strongest applicants.



From Newcastle. For the world.

Case 2: Contextual admissions 
through institutional texts and 
staged rollout



From Newcastle. For the world.
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Case 2 features:
• competency-based shortlisting using scoring matrix;
• structured competency questions and practical data exercise;
• pre-circulated interview questions (ReNU+ CDT);
• applicant webinars, briefings, and application support videos;
• focus groups to understand relevant competencies in SAgE as they compare 

to EDEPI framework;
• consultations to understand success of implementation across different 

disciplines;
• use of recruitment data to test robustness as part of wider roll out of 

approach;
• advocacy for candidates whose degree classifications would not 

traditionally mark them as strongest applicants.



   

Case 3: whole-
pipeline review and 
competency-
informed flexibility
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The Open University: context

• The OU’s founding
ethos: openness to 
people, places, 
methods, and ideas

• PGR student
demographics: 
unusually diverse 

• Existing inclusive 
practice, esp. for 
disabled and part-time 
students

  



Case 3 features:
• WELS pilot moving toward institution-wide review;
• revision of the Application Recommendation Form;
• university-wide PGR admissions workshop with 30 colleagues;
• focus on socio-economic diversity, mature/part-time applicants, disabled 

applicants and applicants without access to informal networks;
• attention to proposal guidance, CVs, references, interviews, ARF design and 

applicant communications;
• concerns around GenAI, awards/prizes, publications and informal pre-

selection;
• move toward “competency-informed, not competency-mechanistic” 

practice.



Cross-case findings: redistributed judgement 

• Admissions reform happens through texts, not only values;
• Competency-based admissions redistribute academic judgement;
• Competence redefines excellence without removing academic standards;
• Applicant support is part of admissions equity;
• Implementation produces new tensions: scale, AI, disciplinary variation and 

regulation.



Tensions and unresolved questions
• workload and scalability;
• how to weight academic criteria against competencies;
• whether competencies are best assessed in written applications or interviews;
• GenAI and authenticity of written responses;
• ATAS and international recruitment constraints;
• disciplinary variation;
• institutional risk perceptions around degree classification;
• how to evaluate impact over time and across small cohorts.



Practical implications for the sector questions 
• Start by mapping actual admissions practice, not only formal policy.
• Treat forms, adverts, references, proposal guidance and interview questions as 

equity infrastructure.
• Define excellence locally and explicitly before designing criteria.
• Build applicant support into the admissions process.
• Create mechanisms for review, feedback and data collection across recruitment 

cycles.
• Pilot through funded schemes or cohorts before wider rollout.
• Anticipate workload, AI, regulatory and disciplinary challenges early.



Conclusion
 We explore not only what changes when equity is prioritised in admissions but 

how institutional practices are reorganised in response. Competency-based 
models challenge dominant definitions of merit, reshape decision-making 
processes, and enable new norms across institutional boundaries. Our findings 
illustrate how such frameworks can disrupt entrenched gatekeeping behaviours 
and expand recognition of academic potential.

 Competency-based admissions are not merely an alternative selection 
technique. They are a form of institutional equity work that changes how 
doctoral potential is recognised, how academic judgement is documented, and 
how research communities are imagined.

.
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