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Foreword by Andy Nicol,       
Managing Director, QS Enrolment Solutions

What does the future hold for the global Higher Education sector? As competition in Higher Education increases, 

this is a particularly pertinent question. The international students we surveyed highlighted teaching quality, student 

safety, affordability and choosing a course that leads to a chosen career as key considerations when choosing where 

to study.

Through our annual International Student Survey, and our work to support international student recruitment, we 

have built up a significant amount of insight into the interests and behaviours of international students. As part of 

the sixth International Student Survey, we surveyed 67,172 prospective students from 193 different countries.

This report doesn’t just cover the results of the survey, it also outlines recommendations to help countries from 

across the world adapt to the changing expectations of international students and harness the opportunities 

presented by the shifting global higher education market. 

In an increasingly competitive global market, it is crucial that institutions listen to the views of prospective 

international students carefully, particularly in terms of how universities can increase perceptions and ratings of 

student satisfaction. The student experience which has always been important, is emerging as a critical area of 

differentiation and a key measure of success for universities around the world. It is clear from this year’s survey that 

prospective international students are becoming more aware of what they want from a student experience point of 

view. 

Teaching quality is one of the key considerations when measuring student experience. This report highlights how a 

greater focus on celebrating the quality of teaching could help universities to attract more international students. 

Communicating the passion staff have for the subjects they teach and their ‘real-world’ experience beyond academia 

could have a major impact, in comparison to purely communicating their academic credentials. 

Concerns and worries can play a big role in the student experience. International students are increasingly 

highlighting the importance of having a friend or family member in their study destination in order to reduce their 

concerns about arriving in a new country. Universities should therefore consider what more they can do to alleviate 

these concerns by demonstrating their locations as safe and welcoming for international students.

Higher Education plays an important role economically and socially across the world, helping to nurture generations 

to come. We believe that it is crucial that this continues and that international students remain drawn to world-class 

learning and research opportunities. Institutions that listen, adapt and differentiate their offer, while developing 

strategic approaches to international student recruitment, will harness the opportunities available within the global 

Higher Education market.
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Executive summary

This year the QS Enrolment Solutions (QSES) International Student Survey reached its largest ever audience globally, 

with 67,172 individual responses, providing what we consider to be the broadest and most comprehensive survey of 

prospective international students’ attitudes, goals and decision-making processes in the world.

This report contains a snapshot of responses from prospective international students considering Australia and New 

Zealand (for a global overview see our report International Student Survey 2018: Global).

In this edition, we revisit the key factors underpinning choice of course, university, location and country, with some 

powerful new findings on the importance of career development on course selection.

We have expanded our questions on teaching quality; added an entirely new section comparing major cities in 

Australia and New Zealand; and developed a new focus on student experience and how it interacts with other key 

institutional factors such as branding, teaching quality and graduate outcomes.

Of course, we believe that the best way to understand and use this data is selectively, by filtering it to answer key 

questions for specific groups of prospective students, whether that be by nationality, field of study, level of study 

or using it to generate personas based on clusters of prospective students who share similar beliefs. To that end, 

if you do have a specific recruitment challenge you would like us to advise on, we would be happy to discuss your 

requirements in more detail.
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Key findings

 � Course choice continues to be the main driver of decisions on institution and location. When choosing a course, 

subject and country, the majority (64%) of prospective students will choose course first. 

 � The most important factor in choosing a course is that it leads to the prospect’s chosen career. High quality 

teaching and affordability are the next most important factors.

 � Teaching quality is critical. It is a top-two factor in choice of course and institution. Prospective students say that 

information about teaching staff is the most influential marketing communication they receive, and that this 

should focus on teachers’ passion, relevant experience and positive reviews from previous students.

 � Student satisfaction is emerging as a key area of differentiation for universities, with prospective students 

preferring strong student satisfaction ratings ahead of a prestigious university brand.

 � Prospective students are most worried about cost of living and being able to afford their tuition fees. Having a 

friend or family member in their destination would be the biggest factor in reducing their worries (a factor which 

many people mentioned as an important factor in their choice of city) but having more information about local 

culture and customs would also help alleviate concerns. Universities can play an important role here.

 � Critical mass of international students is a major reason why Sydney and Melbourne are growing their market 

share in Australia, and why Auckland is maintaining its dominance in New Zealand.

 � Being safe and welcoming for international students, offering institutions with high quality teaching, and 

affordability are the major factors influencing choice of country and city.

 � Education agents are seen as trusted sources of information, and useful in helping prospective students reach 

their study destination, but they are not seen as particularly influential on choice of course and institution, and 

are again ranked least most important influencer, after parents, friends, other family, career counsellors, and 

employers. 

 � Students again make it very clear that they themselves are the most important decision-maker, a point which we 

believe reiterates the need for international student recruitment to be personalised, student-centric, and based 

on the best available data.
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Respondent demographics:

Gender

Age range

Planned study level

47% 
have a parent with 
a university degree

57% 
have a total 
household income 
of less than 
USD$25,000/year

35% 
undergraduate

38% 
postgraduate 
coursework

20% 
postgraduate 
research

60% 
male

40% 
female

67,172 
responses from 
193 countries

Global

28,859 
responses from 
191 countries

Australia & 
New Zealand

Australia & 
New Zealand

25 
participating 
universities

About the International Student Survey 
– Australia And New Zealand

5% 14% 14% 30% 18% 9% 5% 3% 1%

15–17 18–19 20–21 22–25 26–30 31–35 36–40 41–50 Over 50
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46% 
want to progress within 
their current career and 

need a qualification

Why study? 24% 
are at the beginning 
of their career

50% 
plan to work after 

graduation

Plans after graduation? 43% 
want to undertake 
further study

Where do they want   
to work?

50% 
want to work in 
public sector roles 

50% 
of these want to work 

in large enterprises

Do friends and family 
influence them?

50% 
say their friends and 

family’s experience 
influences choice of 

country

24% 
say they influence 
choice of university

Do their friends and 
family study overseas?

51% 
have a friend who 
has or is studying 

overseas

35% 
have a family member 
who has studied or is 
studying overseas

Where do they want   
to live?

21% 
plan to return 

home immediately 
after graduation

62% 
plan to stay in Australia 
or New Zealand for at 
least 6 months

Plans and goals
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Decision order

In which order do you consider subject, university and country?

At the time we surveyed them, just over half of prospects had decided on their preferred option for course and 

subject, and almost half had decided on their preferred country. Respondents were significantly less likely to have 

decided on their preferred city or university, reinforcing our view that these decisions are taken later than choice of 

subject.

Describe your stage in the decision-making process

A standard decision-making process would therefore look something like:

1. I want to be an [occupation], so I need to study [subject]/[course].

2. The best country to study is [country].

3. The best [universities] in [country] that offer [course] are in [city].

Understanding this decision flow is important when designing recruitment campaigns that provide the right 

information for prospects at the right time.

3%

6%

11%

16%

30%

34%Subject
first

Country
first

University
first

64%

27%

9%

Subject Country University

Subject University Country

Subject University

Country SubjectUniversity

University Subject Country

University SubjectCountry

Country

8%

13%

3%

4%

3%

19%

16%

13%

14%

12%

42%

39%

38%

32%

33%

32%

32%

46%

52%

52%

Choosing the university I want to attend

Choosing the town/city I would like to live in

Choosing the country I want to study in

Choosing the subject I want to study

Choosing the course I want to study

Choose the option that best describes your stage in the decision-making process

Not yet considering Considering lots of  options

Considering a few options Decided on preferred option
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Choosing a course

Comparing the relative importance of different factors involved in course selection, the importance of career 

outcomes stands out like a beacon. Connecting this course choice back to the overarching goal of wanting to work, 

and understanding that a high proportion (46%) of international students are already on a chosen career path 

and want to progress along that path, it is easy to see why the most popular degree choices amongst international 

students are those with clear career outcomes.

What five things are most important to you when choosing a course?

High quality teaching, affordability, graduate employment rate (which is closely linked to the most popular option), 

and course reputation make up the top five most important factors.

It leads to my chosen career

The course offers high quality teaching

It has affordable tuition fee options (e.g. payment plans)

It has a high graduate employment rate

It has a good reputation

It is well-ranked

It  includes a work placement

I can easily meet the entry requirements

It has good student satisfaction ratings

I will be studying with like-minded people

It has flexible hours and delivery

It was recommended to me

What five things are most important to you when choosing a course? (weighted comparison)
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Choosing a university

At the time we surveyed respondents, 32% had chosen the university they planned to attend, 42% were considering 

a few options, and 19% were considering lots of options. 

Despite the fact that a third of respondents had chosen their preferred university, the survey also reveals that 83% 

of students surveyed have applied or are considering applying to more than one university. In other words, even 

if they have a clear preference they are likely to apply to several universities. This is a sensible approach for most 

prospective students, providing a backup plan if their first preference doesn’t eventuate.

The majority (84%) had applied to, or were considering applying to, five or less universities, although a small group 

(7%) were considering more than 10 universities. 

How many universities are you considering?

This data shows that choice of institution is highly competitive even at the point where prospective students are 

receiving and assessing offers. It is important to understand how prospective international students are making 

their decisions about which university they ultimately prefer, so that messaging aimed at improving conversion from 

enquiry to application, and from offer to acceptance, contains the most relevant information.

The 2018 survey reveals four critical factors influencing this decision point:

1. Scholarships

2. Teaching quality

3. Course availability

4. Being welcoming to international students.

17%
18%

24%

13% 12%

4%
2% 2% 1%

2%

7%

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 More than
10

How many universities are you considering applying to, or have you applied to?



12          International Student Survey 2018

Australia and New Zealand  

Which five things are most important when choosing a university?

We have known about the important of scholarships for many years, and different institutions will have different 

strategies for using scholarships depending on overall recruitment strategy (appetite for enrolment growth versus 

impacts on margins and brand value proposition).  

Course availability can also be a deal-breaker: if you don’t offer the course they want to study, you stand very little 

chance of attracting that student unless you can flip them into a different course (which for most prospective 

students is a backward step in their decision-making).

The importance of providing a welcoming environment for international students is surprisingly high, and this 

is absolutely something that any university can provide regardless of size or ranking. Having a critical mass of 

international students certainly demonstrates that a university is welcoming to international students, but there is a 

lot that smaller universities can do to ensure that new students feel welcome and engaged. 

These survey results show that international student engagement and welcoming activities should form part of the 

messaging mix during pre-application stages of recruitment, and not just as students near enrolment.

80% 
of respondents would prefer a university with a high number of 
international students, over a university with a low number of 
international students.

It offers scholarships

It offers high quality  teaching

It offers a specific course I  am interested in

It is welcoming to international students

It is well-ranked

It has a good careers service and links with employers

It has a high graduate employment rate

It has affordable university -owned accommodation

I will be able to make friends with people from different…

It is in my preferred town/city/country

It has a prestigious brand

It was recommended to me

I have friends or family who have been to that universi ty

What five things are most important to you when choosing a university? 
(weighted comparison)
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Rankings remain relevant to decision-making and the majority of prospective students will prefer a highly ranked 

university over a lower-ranked university recommended by a friend, but it is important to remember that rankings 

are a helpful recruitment tool but for most prospective international students they are one factor among many that 

will ultimately influence their choice of university.

Which marketing communications are influential in helping you choose a university?

76% 
would prefer a higher ranked university where they do not 
know anyone who has studied there, over a lower ranked 
university recommended by a friend who has studied there.

   Information about teaching 
staffs’ experience and qualifications 

  Information on work placements and 
links to industry

Virtual tours of the university

 The ability to connect with existing international 
students to ask questions

Visa guidance

Imagery / photographs of the university

Practical tips to help with your application

Stories about current and former international students

 Photo / video ‘Stories’ (e.g. Snapchat Stories, 
Instagram Stories etc.)

Accommodation information

‘Live’ online chats with university staff

‘Live’ videos (e.g. Facebook Live, Instagram Live etc.)Live' videos (e.g. Facebook Live, Instagram Live etc.)

Photo / video 'Stories' (e.g. Snapchat Stories, Instagram
Stories etc.)

Imagery / photographs of the university

Virtual tours of the university

Live' online chats with university staff

Stories about current and former international students

Visa guidance

Information on work placements and links to industry

Accommodation information

Practical tips to help with your application

The ability to connect with existing
international students to ask questions

Information about teachings staffs'
experience and qualifications

Which of the following marketing communications are influential in helping you to 
choose a university? (weighted comparison)

Live' videos (e.g. Facebook Live, Instagram Live etc.)

Photo / video 'Stories' (e.g. Snapchat Stories, Instagram
Stories etc.)

Imagery / photographs of the university

Virtual tours of the university

Live' online chats with university staff

Stories about current and former international students

Visa guidance

Information on work placements and links to industry

Accommodation information

Practical tips to help with your application

The ability to connect with existing
international students to ask questions

Information about teachings staffs'
experience and qualifications

Which of the following marketing communications are influential in helping you to 
choose a university? (weighted comparison)
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Choosing a location

International students considering Australia or New Zealand are most likely to also be considering the other major 

English-speaking higher education destinations. This is not a surprise, but we note that Canada is now more popular 

than the UK and USA amongst students considering our region.

We believe this is partially driven by a decline in popularity of the US as a study destination, which benefits Canada 

directly, but also the clear strategic focus from the Canadian government on growing international enrolments, which 

is now several years into a long-term plan.

In which countries are you considering studying in the future?

Australian regions

From an Australian point of view, there are clear trends towards consolidation of the Australian international market 

in Sydney and Melbourne.

QSES analysis of Australian government 2017 commencement data (source: Australian Department of Education 

and Training uCube, http://highereducationstatistics.education.gov.au/) reveals that these two cities held 71% market 

share of commencing international students in 2017, but this share is increasing: 83% of the growth in Australian 

international enrolments in 2017 went to Sydney (42%) and Melbourne (41%).

34%
30% 30%

19%

10% 10% 9% 8% 7% 7%

Canada

Unite
d Kingdom

Unite
d Sta

tes

Germ
any

Japan

Sweden

Neth
erla

nds

France

Singapore
China

Where are you considering studying in the future? 
(Shows top 10 only, excludes Australia and New Zealand)
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Australian regions: market share of international commencements (2017)

These trends are reflected in our survey findings, with Sydney and Melbourne clearly most likely to be in 

consideration. They are also much more likely to be respondents’ most attractive city overall.

Which Australian cities are you considering studying in?

NSW
36%

VIC
35%

QLD
13%

WA
6%

SA
5%

ACT
3%

TAS
1%

NT
1%

Australian regional market share of international commencements (2017)

58% 57%

23% 22% 20% 16% 12% 12%
6% 5% 3%

Melbourn
e

Syd
ney

Bris
bane

Adelaide
Perth

Canberra

Unsu
re

/don't k
now ye

t

Newca
stl

e

Darw
in

Hobart
Oth

er

Which Australian cities are you considering studying in?
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Which Australian cities are most attractive overall?

53% of respondents had already chosen their destination city in Australia, with Melbourne (33.4%) and Sydney 

(32.9%) the most likely to be chosen. Brisbane (9.0%), Perth (7.5%), Adelaide (6.4%), Canberra (5.6%) and Hobart 

(1.6%) were next. Regional destinations including the Gold Coast, Newcastle, Wollongong and others made up 2.6% 

of responses.

New Zealand regions

The situation in New Zealand is similar, with Auckland attracting 55% of international enrolments in the university 

sector in 2016, with a huge lead to Wellington (11%), Canterbury (10%) and Waikato (9%) (source: Education Counts 

https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/statistics/international-education/international-students-in-new-zealand).

New Zealand regional market share of international enrolments (2016)

Auckland Region
56%

Waikato Region
9%

Manawatu-Wanganui 
Region

5%

Wellington Region
11%

Canterbury Region
10%

Otago Region
9%

New Zealand universities: international student enrolments, market share by 
region (2016)

Sydney

Melbourne

Adelaide

Brisbane

Perth

Canberra

Hobart

Darwin

Rank these Australian cities in order of how attractive they are overall for you, as 
a place to study (weighted comparison)
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This enrolment split is reflected in our survey responses, with Auckland clearly the most likely city to be considered.

Which New Zealand cities are you considering studying in?

50%

37%
31%

19% 18%

10%

Auckland Unsure/don't know
yet

Wellington Christchurch Hamilton Dunedin

Which New Zealand cities are you considering studying in?
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Choosing a Place to study

When choosing a specific location to study in, students must choose both a country and city, and these choices are 

closely linked. Survey data suggests that there is a tendency to choose country before city, but the timing of decision 

between city and university is very closely linked.

The reality is that in many cases the choice of city is likely to be dictated by choose of institution, or vice versa, 

particularly in the case of New Zealand where choice of institution and choice of city are frequently inseparable. 

In these cases the burden of destination marketing can fall more heavily on the university. This is equally true for 

regional universities in Australia.

In larger cities (Auckland, Wellington, and all Australian state capitals except Hobart) students have multiple 

universities to choose from, meaning that they can choose a city first and then pick their preferred institution from 

the available options, and unpicking the decision-making process is more complicated.

This section breaks apart the factors influencing choice of country and city.

What five things are most important when choosing a country?

There are two stand-out factors when it comes to choosing a country to study in:

1.  It is welcoming to international students

2.  It has universities with high quality teaching.

We then see a second tier of factors:

3.  It has an affordable cost of living

4.  It has a good reputation as a place to study

And then a cluster of four factors with similar importance:

5.  It has well-ranked universities

6.  It has good graduate employment options

7.  I can get a visa to study there

8.  I can get a visa to work after graduating.
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When choosing a city to study in, decision-making is closely linked to location of specific institutions of choice, and in  

many cases prospective students will make this decision by default, having selected a university already.

Nevertheless, there is a significant proportion of international prospects who will choose city before institution, 

and this is just as true in the larger cities with multiple institutions as it is in smaller cities where the location is 

inextricably linked to the university.

Prospective students are first and foremost looking for a city that is safe and welcoming for international students.

We then seen a cluster of factors with similar importance: cost of living, having universities with high teaching quality, 

and being able to work while studying.

31% 
A more expensive city with lots to do 

in your spare time 

69% 
A more affordable city with less to do 
in your spare time

I already live there

It was recommended to me

I have friends or family living there

The lifestyle appeals to me

I can get a visa to work after graduating

I can get a visa to study there

It has good graduate employment options

It has well-ranked universities

It has a good reputation as a place to study

It has an affordable cost of living

It has universities with high quality teaching

It is welcoming to international students

What five things are most important to you when choosing a country to study in? 
(weighted comparison)
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Clearly, across both country and city choice, safety and feeling welcomed are critical for international students, and 

these are the shared responsibility of institutions, the local community and authorities.

Why did they choose that city?

Beyond the general factors which underpin choice of city, when we asked respondents to explain in their own words 

why they preferred a given city, it was clear that larger cities (Sydney, Melbourne, Auckland) have specific advantages.

Awareness is the first hurdle for smaller cities, but it’s not the only one. Access to a wider range of employers, 

career outcomes, and choice of institutions all came up frequently, but so do advantages of culture, diversity and 

community.

Critical mass of immigrants from the students’ home countries also plays an important role, with many respondents 

mentioning a family member or friend already living in that city as a key factor in their decision.

Having said that, smaller cities do present their own advantages, with respondents citing factors such as lower cost 

of living, fewer distractions, easier access to transport, and safety.

I already live there

It was recommended to me

I have friends or family living there

I will have access to my preferred employers

It has good lifestyle and leisure opportunities

It has well-ranked universities

It has a good reputation as a place to study

It has affordable rental accommodation

I can work while studying

It has universities with high quality teaching

Cost of living

It is a safe and welcoming place for international students

What five things are most important to you when choosing a town or city to study in? 
(weighted comparison)
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Student satisfaction and student experience

Student satisfaction, which has always been important, is emerging as a critical area of differentiation and a key 

measure of success for universities around the world.

Australian universities in particular are now facing greater levels of government scrutiny over student satisfaction 

and student experience, but the reality for all universities is that investment in student experience delivers a return 

in lower attrition rates, a greater likelihood of students returning to further study, and invaluable word of mouth 

testimonials to friends, family and strangers on the internet.

Reducing attrition alone is a powerful motivation to improve student experience: analysis by QSES of attrition rates 

and student loads reveals that international student attrition costs Australian universities approximately $253 million 

per year, for undergraduate commencing students alone1.

But revenue implications aside, improving student experience is fundamental to the core mission of universities and 

the long-term sustainability of international education in Australia and New Zealand.

Prospective international students have this year made it very clear that they see student satisfaction ratings as more 

important than university brand, but respondents will still prefer universities with a high graduate employment rate 

over one with high student satisfaction scores.

Student experience is a mix of concepts from teaching quality, engagement with teaching staff and fellow students, 

availability of teaching and learning resources and technology, access to support services, campus facilities, and the 

overall success of an institution at providing the knowledge and skill development needed for the student to reach 

their personal goals.

1  QSES analysis based on Australian national average New Adjusted Attrition rate of 9.3% (2015 commencing students) for international under-
graduate students, and 2016 Department of Education and Training uCube commencement data.

21% 
A well-known university with a lower 

student satisfaction score

79% 
A lesser-known university with a 
higher student satisfaction score

60% 
A university with high graduate 

employment rate  

40% 
A university with a high student 
satisfaction score

77% 
A university with high student 

satisfaction ratings 

23% 
A university with a prestigious brand
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It’s very clear from this year’s survey that prospective international students are becoming more aware of what they 

want from a student experience point of view, and that they are becoming more sophisticated in how they apply it to 

their decision-making.

Managing worries

Reducing stresses on international students is a good first step to providing a great student experience. Understand 

what international students are worried about and ensure that the university is providing students with support in 

these areas: in the context of prospective students this means arming them with information about overcoming 

these worries even while they’re in the early stages of considering where to study.

It is striking how many of the steps prospective students identify as likely to reduce their worry relate directly to 

relationships with trusted people in their destination: establishing a connection through family, friends or fellow 

international students is an absolutely critical step for new international students, and where there is no pre-existing 

relationship, facilitating relationship-forming should be a key objective for universities.

Crucially, this activity should be coordinated between future student and current student teams to ensure the 

transition into study is a positive one.

What worries you most about studying in a different country?
1.  Cost of living

2.  Availability of scholarships

3.  Safety

4.  Getting a job

5.  Finding accommodation

What would make you feel less worried about studying abroad?

18%

25%

34%

34%

34%

40%

42%

42%

45%

If mental health services were promoted in the university's
prospectus or website

If I knew that there were support services available in my native
language

If I knew others going to study at the institution that I am applying
to

If I was able to visit the country of the institution before applying
to study there

If I was confident that there would be no language barriers

If I had heard from family or friends that there is good support for
international students

If I was able to ask questions to existing international students at
the institution

If I knew a lot about the culture of the country that I would be
moving to

If I had family or friends in the country of the institution that I am
applying to

Which of the following factors would make you feel less worried about studying 
abroad?

 If I had family or friends in the country of the 
institution that I am applying to 

If I was confident that there would be no language barriers 

  If I was able to ask questions to existing 
international students at the institution 

 If I knew others going to study at the institution 
that I am applying to 

 If I knew a lot about the culture of the country 
that I would be moving to 

 If I was able to visit the country of the institution 
before applying to study there 

If I had heard from family or friends that there is good 
support for international students 

If I knew that there were support services available in my 
native language 

 If mental health services were promoted in the 
university’s prospectus or website 
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Teaching quality

Teaching quality is consistently one of the most important factors in international student decision making, at every 

decision point (course, university, city and country). In fact, it is one of the primary reasons student choose to study 

overseas in the first place (we’ve known this for many years: in 2015 the International Student Survey found that 

quality of education compared to their home country was the highest-scoring factor when choosing a country, with 

79% saying it was of the highest importance). 

What has been less well understood is how prospective students assess teaching quality. In previous years, many 

of the factors prospective students cited as important measures of teaching quality were centred on technology, 

facilities and graduate outcomes: clearly related to teaching quality but probably better categorised as indirect 

measures of it. The challenge is that while every university will promote itself as offering high quality teaching, there 

are few objective global measures of teaching quality available to international students. 

In this year’s International Student Survey, we have expanded our questions on teaching quality to draw out some 

more details on how prospective students assess teaching quality, at a university level and for individual staff.

Understanding the subjective factors underpinning international students’ deliberation on teaching quality helps 

marketers and recruiters produce the right content and messaging, identify and prepare staff to profile in marketing 

activities, and tie the right objectives measures in at the right time.

At an institutional level, international students are looking for evidence that a university has up-to-date technology, 

which shows that the university is modern, investing in teaching and learning, and ready to prepare them for the 

modern workforce.

Quality teaching staff, ideally measured objectively or independently, are also a key factor international prospects are 

looking for.

80% 
would choose a university with 

excellent teaching quality

20%  
would choose a university with 
high rankings
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Which factors are most important to you when assessing a university’s teaching quality?

When focusing on teaching staff, the most important factor is to identify passionate staff members with impressive 

experience related to their field, not necessarily just in academia.

This marks a shift from the traditional marketing of high profile staff based on research profile and grants, an 

approach which remains relevant in particular fields of study, but which can be difficult to articulate in terms of direct 

benefit to the student.

An approach showing a lecturer’s passion for teaching their subject, real experience and positive reviews from 

previous students provides a more direct link between staff expertise and the student’s goals and expectations.

Which factors indicate to you that a teacher/lecturer provides good teaching quality?

Up -to-date technology

The university’s teaching staff
The university has received recognition of its teaching 

quality via a country-wide measurement scheme
The university is ranked well overall in independent ratings

A high graduate employment rate

The university organises work placements as part of its courses

High volume of face-to-face teaching hours

The university responds quickly to my enquiries / emails

High graduate starting salaries

Good online learning options

Which factors are most important to you when assessing a university’s teaching 
quality? (weighted comparison)

They are passionate about the subject they teach

They have impressive / extensive real-world experience

They have positive reviews from previous students

They use multimedia and interactive teaching methods

They have a strong reputation for research

They receive high satisfaction scores from their students

They make it clear what is needed to pass the course

They have been teaching for a long time

They achieved high grades in the qualifications they studied

They have won teaching awards

They have won industry awards

Which factors indicate to you that a teacher/lecturer provides good teaching quality? 
(weighted comparison)
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How effective is QILT?

Objective measures of teaching quality can be elusive. 

One of the best objective ratings of teaching quality in Australia is the Quality Indicators for Learning and Teaching 

(QILT), which is funded by the Department of Education and Training.

But how effective has QILT been as a resource for international students?

We have been asked this question a number of times over the past 12 months, and we now have the data to answer it.

Awareness is relatively low, with only a quarter of respondents having heard of QILT. This is comparable to the UK’s 

equivalent, the Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework (TEF), with 21% of respondents considering 

the UK being aware of that rating.

For prospects who said they had heard of QILT, it is viewed positively, with most respondents agreeing that QILT 

helps them understand teaching quality at Australian universities, and indeed many saying it was the best way of 

doing so.

Unfortunately, the majority also believe that QILT has been poorly explained, and with 76% of prospective students 

considering Australia still unaware that the QILT rating even exists, it’s clear that QILT is not yet reaching its full 

potential as an information source for international prospects.

In our view, the success of QILT as a widely-used objective rating of teaching quality depends on university 

marketers, who are best-placed to promulgate it to prospective international students. It is potentially a powerful 

resource for international students, but there is a collective responsibility to raise awareness.

24% 
of prospective international students considering 
Australia have heard of the QILT ratings.

14%

24%

25%

40%

52%

58%

24%

20%

13%

19%

3%

2%

4%
QILT has not been very well explained to international

students like me

QILT is the best way of understanding teaching quality at
Australian universities

QILT  helps me to understand how good teaching quality
is at a particular university

Do you agree or disagree with the following statements about QILT?

Strongly agree Agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree Strongly disagree

QILT has not been very well explained to international 
students like me 

QILT is the best way of understanding teaching 
quality at Australian universities 

QILT helps me to understand how good teaching 
quality is at a particular university 
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Do you agree or disagree with the following statements about teaching quality?

37%

15%

21%

14%

44%

36%

47%

34%

12%

26%

22%

30%

5%

20%

8%

16%

4%

7%

I would expect a university that has good undergraduate
teaching quality to also have good postgraduate teaching…

It is easy to assess a university's teaching quality before
you begin studying there

A university's research expertise shows whether or not
that  university will have good teaching

I would pay higher tuition fees for a university that
provides the best teaching quality

Do you agree or disagree with the following statements about teaching quality?

Strongly agree Agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree Strongly disagree

 I would pay higher tuition fees for a university 
that provides the best teaching quality 

It is easy to assess a university’s teaching quality before 
you begin studying there 

I would expect a university that has good undergraduate teaching 
quality to also have good postgraduate teaching quality 

A university’s research expertise shows whether or not 
that  university will have good teaching 
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Agents

Agents are an important part of the international student recruitment pipeline for most universities in the region, 

especially as an important enabler for students seeking visas, but for many universities agents are also used as a 

marketing and attraction channel.

But agents present their own challenges: a survey of agents sending international students to the APAC region 

conducted by QS Enrolment Solutions in late 2017 found that 88% of international education agents work with 

more than 20 education providers worldwide. Clearly, over-reliance on agents to convince prospective students is a 

gamble. 

The reality is that agents are motivated by their own commercial demands and these are to a large extent outside 

the control of any individual institution. Is your commission structure competitive? Are your admission processes 

adding friction to agents’ processes? Is it simply easier for agents to send prospective students elsewhere? How 

much of an influence are you able to exert on your agent network? These are difficult challenges to solve, particularly 

across a whole network of agencies.

Are you planning to, or have you already used an international education agent?

Prospects who enquired to an Australian university are more likely to say they have or are planning to use an agent 

than prospects who enquired to a New Zealand university.

But how influential are agents, really? Over the last three years the International Student Survey has consistently 

reported that agents are the least influential on student decision-making, a finding that we have taken with a grain 

of salt because many students were surveyed relatively early in their decision-making process, before many of them 

had engaged with an agent. 

17%

26%

34%

22%

Are you planning to, or have you already used an international education agent?

Have used an agent Planning to use, but haven't yet Not planning to use an agent Unsure
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In the 2018 survey that finding is replicated, with some additional details that confirm our view that agents are seen 

by prospective students as trusted sources of information, that they are valued and useful, but they influence choice 

of university and country for less than half of prospects.

This finding confirms our recommendation that agent engagement remains an important part of the recruitment 

pipeline for universities, but over-reliance on agents as influencers will be detrimental to overall recruitment 

performance.

In our view, agents’ most beneficial role is as enablers, helping students with the logistics and bureaucracy of 

international study, rather than as a frontline marketing channel.

Do you agree or disagree with the following statements about international education agents?

Overall, the most important influence remains the prospective student themselves – this has not changed over the 

last few years and we see this as a constant reminder to focus recruitment and marketing effort primarily on the 

student themselves.

It is QSES’ strong view that providing the prospective student with the information to make their owned informed 

decision about their study destination and course will produce better outcomes for institution and student than 

relying on third-party influencers.

Who influences your decision to study overseas (ranked)?
1. Self 

2. Parents 

3. Friends 

4. Career adviser / career counsellor 

5. Family (but not parents) 

6. Employer / manager or professional association at my workplace 

7. Agent

-9%

6%

56%

48%

Agents influence my choice
of country to study in

Agents influence my choice
of university

Agents are useful in helping
me study overseas, but they
don't influence my decisions

International education
agents are a trusted source

of information on
international study
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Do you agree or disagree with the following statements about international 
education agents?
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About QS Enrolment Solutions

QS Enrolment Solutions is a global market leader for research and understanding of international and domestic 

students.

Each year we deal with hundreds of thousands of students globally, giving us a unique insight into the student 

recruitment market. Our research, strategy, enquiry, admissions and enrolment services mean we have hands-on 

experience of the obstacles and opportunities within specific countries and regions, helping clients mitigate risk, 

benefit from our existing relationships, and build sustainable recruitment strategies in an increasingly complex 

marketplace.  

For more information please contact:

www.qs-enrolmentsolutions.com/ 

A division of QS Quacquarelli Symonds. 

www.qs.com 

Melbourne

Level 2, 452 Flinders Street 

Melbourne, VIC 3000 

Australia 

+613 9627 4899

Kuala Lumpur

Plaza Sentral, Jalan Stesen Sentral 5, 

50470 Kuala Lumpur 

Malaysia 

+603 2271 9188

London

44 Featherstone Street 

London EC1Y 8RN 

United Kingdom 

+44 207 250 6600
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About the International Student Survey 2018

The QS Enrolment Solutions (QSES) International Student Survey is an online survey of prospective international 

students who have made an enquiry to a participating university within the previous 12 months.

In 2018, 63 universities participated from around the world.

For more information on this research please contact:

Asia - Pacific

Tim Renowden 

Head of Market Intelligence 

tim.renowden@qs.com

UK & Europe

Paul Raybould 

Director of Marketing & Market Intelligence 

paul.raybould@qs.com
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Participate in the International Student Survey 

Each year, QS Enrolment Solutions enables institutions to take part in the International Student Survey research free 

of charge.

Your participation helps ensure the research remains robust and representative of the market. And as a thank you, 

we will produce a benchmarking report specific to your institution, showing how your prospective international 

students compare against the rest of the market, offering useful insight that enables you to better attract 

international students.

To register your interest visit:

www.internationalstudentsurvey.com/takepart
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Thank you


