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In this guide,       
we’ll take a closer 
look at the 
factors you 
should consider 
when choosing a 
university. 
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Introduction
Deciding where to study is a huge task, especially if you’re going abroad. 
However, the journey towards finding your perfect university should be 
a lot less daunting if you have a clear idea of the tools available to help 
you, right from the start of your search.

In this guide, we’ll take a closer look 
at the factors you should consider 
when choosing a university, 
including its performance in 
university rankings, its location and 
the criteria for entry. 

We’ll also explore why it’s important 
to look at more than just the 
academic aspects of a particular 
university. Remember: the student 
experience doesn’t start and end 
with academia. Instead, the best 
moments of your time at university 
are likely to take place far away 

from the lecture theater, so it’s 
important you choose somewhere 
with a lifestyle and culture that 
suits you.

Do you long for the hustle and 
bustle of a city, or are more suited 
to the quiet life of the country 
or seaside? Are you going to be 
looking for work while you study? 
Would you like to take part in a 
society or club, or are you happy to 
focus solely on your course? We’ll 
take a look at all of these questions 
and more in this guide.
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How to choose a University 
based on Rankings



Your ultimate guide to choosing a university | 6

QS offers a variety of university rankings to help you find your 
university of choice and prides itself on the transparency of its 
methodology. The number of universities included in each ranking also 
grows year on year, ensuring the information available becomes more 
comprehensive over time.

The QS rankings can be used to compare a variety of 
factors from location, academic reputation and employer 
reputation to graduate employability and student satisfaction. 
The rankings are a great way to compare universities 
against different metrics. 

If you’re looking to study at an undergraduate level or looking 
to study for your master’s, we recommend you take a look at 
the following rankings:

Of course, it’s also important to choose a university in a location that suits 
you. We’ll look at some of the location-based factors to consider in the next 
section, but there are also rankings you can use to narrow your search to a 
particular part of the world.  

QS World University Rankings
QS World University Rankings® Gives you an overview of the best universities in the world.

QS World University Rankings
by Subject

 Reveals the top universities in the world for each subject.

QS Graduate Employability 
Rankings

Gives an insight into the best universities for students’      
employability after graduation. 

QS University Rankings 
by Region

Highlights the best universities in Latin America, Asia, the Arab 
region, BRICS and emerging Europe & central Asia (EECA).

QS University Rankings
by Location

 Gives an overview of the world’s favorite study destinations.

https://www.topuniversities.com/qs-world-university-rankings
https://www.topuniversities.com/subject-rankings/2021
https://www.topuniversities.com/subject-rankings/2021
https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings/employability-rankings/2020
https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings/employability-rankings/2020
https://www.topuniversities.com/regional-rankings
https://www.topuniversities.com/regional-rankings
https://www.topuniversities.com/rankings-by-location/2020
https://www.topuniversities.com/rankings-by-location/2020
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Each QS rankings offers a ‘Compare’ function so you can easily see 
the similarities and differences between two or more universities. 
When you’ve explored the rankings, it’s also worth trying out our 
Course Matching Tool to learn more about the specific degree 
programmes at ranked universities which will suit your needs. Using 
this tool, you answer a few basic questions about your academic 
record and your preferred type of university and academic 
experience, and we suggest the right universities for you. 

https://www.topuniversities.com/university-finder/student/match
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How to choose a University 
based on location
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Campus or city?

A campus university is like a self-contained town, with 
accommodation, teaching and leisure facilities all 
provided on one site. This might be perfect for someone 
who wants to be closely embedded within an academic 
community, but for others it could feel terribly isolating 
and claustrophobic. 

A city university, on the other hand, may better suit 
someone who wants to involve themselves in life outside 
of their institution and not be constantly surrounded by 
students. If you want to take on a part-time job or gain 
work experience alongside your studies, a city university is 
likely to be more appropriate for you. 

In addition to the rankings mentioned in 
the previous section, QS also publishes 
the QS Best Student Cities ranking, which 
provides information on the affordability 
and desirability of different global 
cities and demonstrates which cities are 
popular with students and have promising 
graduate prospects. 

You can learn more about the top 10 student 
cities in the most recent QS Best Student Cities 
ranking by downloading this guide.  

There are other location-
based factors to consider too.                                                                  
Here are some of the most common:

https://www.topuniversities.com/city-rankings/2022
https://qs.topuniversities.com/grad/compare/ebook/top-10-student-cities-everything-you-need-to-know
https://qs.topuniversities.com/grad/compare/ebook/top-10-student-cities-everything-you-need-to-know
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Do I need a visa?  

Depending on where in the world you’re currently 
living, your ability to study at a particular university 
may be dependent on you receiving a visa. Some study 
destinations have stricter restrictions than others, so you’ll 
want to double-check the eligibility requirements before 
sending off your application. 

If you plan to remain abroad to work after graduation, 
you’ll also need to explore your post-study work visa 
options. Failure to consider this could leave you unable 
to take full advantage of a university’s established 
connections with employers and impact your hunt for the 
dream grad job. To learn more about student visas, you can 
take a look at this guide.

How close to home?  

If you’re keen to spread your wings and don’t feel the 
need to travel home too often, a university located far 
from your hometown might well be fine. However, if you’re 
planning to visit your folks regularly, distance could pose a 
problem. Make sure you’ve factored in the time and cost 
of returning home before you make your final decision.

How expensive is it?   

The cost of living will vary widely from one university 
to the next and should be a key consideration before 
choosing your place. In the UK, for example, student 
accommodation costs twice as much in London as it does 
in Northern Ireland, and the Welsh capital of Cardiff is the 
most cost-effective student city overall. 

https://qs.topuniversities.com/grad/compare/ebook/your-student-visa-guide
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What language do they speak?   

Even if your chosen university offers teaching in your 
language, you may find yourself living in a country or city 
where the language is one you don’t know. If that’s going 
to make settling in hard, it may not be the right fit for you. 
Conversely, you might want to use your experience abroad 
to learn a particular language (e.g. Spanish), so you’ll want 
to target universities in Spanish-speaking countries.

What’s the weather like?    

This might seem like a minor point – and it probably 
shouldn’t be a deciding factor in your choice – but it’s at 
least sensible to have an awareness of how different the 
weather and climate might be at your chosen university. 
If every heatwave has you running for the shade to avoid 
getting sunburn, you might find cities that consistently 
experience high temperatures a bit too stifling, no matter 
how good the university air conditioning is!

Learn more
If you want to learn more about a particular study destination, 
TopUniversities has an extensive range of study destination guides to 
answer some of the most common questions and give you a feel for 
student life around the world.

https://www.topuniversities.com/where-to-study/home
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What else should
 you consider?

While perhaps not as essential as finding a degree programme and a city 
which suits your needs, all of the following factors should be considered 

when choosing a university.
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Eligibility criteria

There’s no point spending time on a university 
application if your academic record isn’t strong 
enough for that course or you’re unlikely to obtain 
a visa to study there. Check the entry requirements 
thoroughly to ensure you aren’t wasting your time and 
speak to admissions staff if you are unsure whether 
your application would be accepted. 

Entrance exams

As part of the eligibility criteria, you may learn you 
need to sit a particular exam to be accepted at a 
university, such as the GMAT or an English-language 
test like the TOEFL. Knowing this in advance means 
you can start your preparation early. 

Costs and funding opportunities

As well as learning how much a degree will cost you, 
take the time to explore the scholarships, bursaries 
and other funding opportunities available to you. It 
won’t be the same at every university, and this could 
help you choose between two otherwise-identical 
study destinations. 

Sports and societies

Whether you’re an avid footballer or love playing 
music, you should search for societies and clubs in the 
university to make sure there’s something to match 
your hobby. All universities offer dozens (or hundreds) 
of extra-curricular activities, and it’s important to 
check these out too.  
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Accommodation

If you’re starting university, you will probably be 
moving away from your family for the first time. 
Therefore, it’s essential that the accommodation you 
live in is nice and friendly, somewhere you can call 
your ‘home’. Be prepared: you may have to learn how 
to cook, how to use the washing machine and how 
to do the washing up.

Course content and structure

Look at how the course you’re planning to apply for is 
structured, the different pathways you can take, and 
how much freedom you get in choosing modules. With 
many universities moving some or all of their teaching 
online due to COVID-19, you’ll also want to check 
whether aspects of your course will be taught online 
or on a part-time basis.

Programme length

Not every university programme will last the same 
amount of time. Depending on the subject, you 
could be committing to anything from one to five 
years of your life to university, and you need to 
be aware of this before you start – particularly if 
you’re trying to budget!

Careers services

This is particularly important if you’re choosing a 
vocational degree, as universities with established 
industry connections will offer a more secure path to 
graduate employment. Check which firms regularly 
attend the university’s careers events.
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What to Do Next
Once you’ve used all of the above criteria to narrow down your options 

and build your university shortlist, it’s time to take the next step. 
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Use university fairs to learn more about each of your 
shortlisted institutions and get a better idea of what life 

will be like for you at each university. 

LinkedIn is a great resource for finding 
alumni from the same degree/faculty as you, and most 
people are happy to share their honest opinions of their 
time at university. This will help you better understand 

the student experience at each university.

University fairs such as the                                                 
QS World Grad School Tour allow students to meet 

with admissions directors from universities around the 
world and get any final lingering questions answered. 

This is a great way to also build a relationship with 
a particular university, as often admissions staff will 

remember the students they meet and then recognise 
your application when it’s received. 

Due to COVID-19, many university fairs including 
those run by QS have moved online, so you can build 
these relationships without leaving your house. Some 

universities are also offering virtual campus tours, 
which enable you to explore your potential study 

destination without needing to travel there in person.

If your chosen university or degree requires an 
admissions test of some description, it’s important 

to start preparing for the test at the earliest possible 
opportunity. There are plenty of free resources online 

to get you started.  QS Leap offers free test prep 
services for the GRE, GMAT, LSAT, CAT and SAT.

Learn more about each university 

Network

Attend a QS event

Start your test prep

https://www.topuniversities.com/events/qs-world-grad-school-tour
https://www.qsleap.com/


Your ultimate guide to choosing a university | 17

Conclusion

Ultimately, there’s a countless list of factors 
to consider when choosing  a university. The 
crucial thing is identifying the elements which 
are most important to you and using those in 
your decision-making. 

Don’t be concerned if friends or other people 
you know are choosing a university for different 
reasons to yours – everyone’s academic 
journey is different. 

As long as you’re taking the time to research 
your different study options and use tools like 
this guide or our Course Matching Tool to help 
you, it’s impossible to make a wrong decision

Don’t be concerned if friends 
or other people you know 
are choosing a university for 
different reasons to yours – 
everyone’s academic journey  
is different. 
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Additional resources

If you’re looking for additional information on topics such as 
scholarships, rankings, online learning and more, then take a 
look at our other free guides and tools:

Find and apply to our QS World Merit Scholarships.

If you’re looking to attend a virtual or in-person event in your city, 
head over to our university and business school events pages and 

see what events we have coming up. 

Events Events

• Rankings 101: How to use rankings to 
choose what to study

• Your student visa guide:                                 
Top 10 study destinations

• Your complete guide 
to applying for an MBA

• A comparative guide: 
business masters vs MBA

• MBA salary trends: What employers want

• MBA skills trends: What employers want

• Your complete guide to applying 
for a masters degree

• Our favourite global scholarships and 
how to apply for them

• Top 10 students cities - 
Everything you need to know

• Your guide to online learning

• GMAT or GRE: which test should I take?

• MBA ROI calculator

https://qs.topuniversities.com/scholarships
https://www.topuniversities.com/events
https://www.topmba.com/events
https://qs.topuniversities.com/grad/discover/ebook/rankings-101-how-to-use-rankings-to-choose-what-to-study 
https://qs.topuniversities.com/grad/discover/ebook/rankings-101-how-to-use-rankings-to-choose-what-to-study 
https://qs.topuniversities.com/grad/compare/ebook/your-student-visa-guide
https://qs.topuniversities.com/grad/compare/ebook/your-student-visa-guide
https://qs.topuniversities.com/mba/compare/ebook/a-look-into-the-mba-application-process 
https://qs.topuniversities.com/mba/compare/ebook/a-look-into-the-mba-application-process 
https://qs.topuniversities.com/grad-mba/discover/ebook/a-comparative-guide-business-masters-vs-mba 
https://qs.topuniversities.com/grad-mba/discover/ebook/a-comparative-guide-business-masters-vs-mba 
https://qs.topuniversities.com/mba/compare/ebook/mba-salary-trends-what-employers-want
https://qs.topuniversities.com/mba/discover/ebook/mba-skills-trends-what-employers-want
https://qs.topuniversities.com/grad/discover/ebook/your-complete-guide-to-applying-for-a-masters-degree 
https://qs.topuniversities.com/grad/discover/ebook/your-complete-guide-to-applying-for-a-masters-degree 
https://qs.topuniversities.com/grad/apply/ebook/our-favorite-global-scholarships-and-how-to-apply-for-them 
https://qs.topuniversities.com/grad/apply/ebook/our-favorite-global-scholarships-and-how-to-apply-for-them 
https://qs.topuniversities.com/grad/compare/ebook/top-10-student-cities-everything-you-need-to-know
https://qs.topuniversities.com/grad/compare/ebook/top-10-student-cities-everything-you-need-to-know
https://qs.topuniversities.com/grad/discover/ebook/your-guide-to-online-learning 
https://qs.topuniversities.com/grad/apply/ebook/gmat-or-gre-which-test-should-i-take
https://qs.topuniversities.com/mba/compare/tool/mba-roi-calculator

