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TAFE White Paper:
Understanding TAFE market segments

Foreword
to Australian TAFE and higher education providers. By
leveraging our knowledge and relationships with a wide
range of institutions, QS Enrolment Solutions is able to
present a unique view across the sector.
We believe that having comprehensive data on
prospective student goals and decision-making provides
the best foundation for institutions to approach their
own marketing and recruitment challenges, and we’re
very happy to be collaborating with the TAFE sector on
this important programme of work.
QS Enrolment Solutions sees this research very much
as a partnership with the sector, and we look forward
to continuing the collaboration. To that end, we would
love to hear from TAFE and VET providers as we develop
new topics and approaches for future iterations of the
research.

Kym Nguyen
Commercial Director – QS Enrolment Solutions

These sorts of insights into the behaviour of
prospective domestic students is invaluable to recruitment
and marketing teams.

QS Enrolment Solutions is proud to introduce the 2017

- Industry feedback from QS Enrolment Solutions’ Partner

QS Enrolment Solutions’ TAFE White Paper.

Forum events

The QS Enrolment Solutions’ 2017 Future Student Survey

It was extremely helpful to hear the results of the
first comprehensive survey of the domestic student
market across Australia. Insights into the motivations
and how they engage with institutions were the most
valuable sections to me.

spans both the TAFE and university sectors, but this paper
specifically addresses some key findings from Australian
domestic prospective TAFE students.
This paper builds on the research methodology we have
developed over several years in the international higher
education space and applies it to the Australian domestic
sector.
The QS Enrolment Solutions’ 2017 Future Student
Survey is intended to provide the most comprehensive
view of prospective student decision making available
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Executive summary
Attracting the right students begins with understanding their motivations and decision-making processes. What is
important to Australia’s prospective TAFE students when they’re choosing a course, a TAFE provider or a place to live and
study? QS Enrolment Solutions frames its future student research around understanding a few key questions:
•

Why do they want to study?

•

What do they want to do after they study?

•

How do they choose a course and institution?

•

Where do they look for information?

While there is a great deal shared between different cohorts of future students, understanding how the career and life
goals of future students influence their decisions is the first step for marketers and recruiters working in the TAFE sector to
improve the effectiveness of recruitment activity.
By understanding the factors that are most influential in decision-making, institutions can ensure they provide the right
information, through the right channels, at the right time.

Right ﬁt student

Right engagement model

Seamless student journey

Understand what future
students want from their
studies:

Understand how to engage with
future students on their terms:

g Goals

g How do they ﬁnd information?

Give every student a consistent,
personalized and appropriate/
meaningful intervention across the
student journey

g Decision-making factors

g How should you communicate
with them?

g Inﬂuencers
g How this meets your
brand value proposition

Understanding that not all prospects see the world the same way, this research identifies four market segments which
have different information needs and priorities when choosing what and where to study.

Career change

32.6%

Career start

23.6%
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Career boost

23.5%

Personal

20.3%

Recommendations
1

Lead with area of study information
Prospective TAFE students choose their subject area first, because they have a career outcome or a pre-existing
interest in mind before they come to you. It’s critical to ensure that subject-specific information is provided 		
front-and-centre to your prospective students.

2

The course must lead to their chosen career
The single most important factor when choosing a course is that it leads directly to the prospects’ chosen career.
Course marketing should focus on explaining how the course and institution connects the student with their
career goals: relationships with employers, internships, and the experiences of past students are important for
demonstrating this.

3

Demonstrate teaching quality early and often
Teaching quality is the second-most important factor when choosing a course, and third-most when choosing
a TAFE provider. This presents a challenge: how does your institution prove that its teaching quality is of a high
standard? Prospects are looking for teaching staff qualifications and experience; student experience ratings;
feedback from current and former students; and graduate outcomes information.

4

Embrace flexibility
Flexibility is seen as a key advantage of TAFE compared to university, especially for students who are older,
already working, or have family commitments.
These students are often fitting study around their lives. Course and unit design, and teaching and learning
infrastructure must fully embrace and support flexibility across all aspects of the student experience, as a way of
encouraging more students into education and training.

5

Focus on local community needs
The reality is that most prospective TAFE students don’t want to move away from home to study: 34% cite the
fact that they already live there as the most important reason for choosing a study location, and about half list it
in their top three reasons. While some students will travel for a distinctive course offering, the reality is that most
TAFE students are looking for providers near where they live.
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Key findings
Students choose subject first, because it connects to their goals
Most prospective TAFE students have an outcome or a goal in mind, before they begin the process of selecting a course
and provider. This goal influences the interplay of factors that contribute to their decisions, but for most prospective
students the first major decision point is their choice of subject.
In fact, subject is the first choice for 78 per cent of future students, while only 5 per cent will choose their TAFE institution
first. Of the people who don’t choose subject first, the vast majority choose it second: 86 per cent of people who choose
location first choose subject second; 76 per cent of people who choose their TAFE institution first choose their subject
second.In other words, it’s very rare for future TAFE students to not have subject in their top two decisions.

When you consider where and what to study, in which order do you consider the
following?

78%
choose subject
ﬁrst

17%

choose location
ﬁrst

5%

choose TAFE
institution ﬁrst

Choosing a location: student mobility is limited
When asked to rank eleven factors that are most important when choosing a town or city to study in, already living there is
clearly the winner, but the ability to work while studying is also highly important both as a first choice, and as a second- and
third-choice factor.
Safety is very likely to be ranked in prospective students’ top four priorities when choosing a location. In fact, when we
asked the same question using a Likert scale, safety is more likely than any other factor to be rated as ‘very important’,
showing that safety is a key consideration for prospective TAFE students.
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What five things are most important to you when choosing a town or city to study in?

34%

18%

I already live
there

I can work while
studying

10%

9%

7%

It has TAFEs with high It is a safe place
quality teaching
to study

It has a good reputation
as a place to study

Be the best available institution
For most prospective students, their decisions about subject and location are already made by the time they’re choosing an
institution. They are looking for best locally available providers of a specific course.
Demonstrate that your institution is the best by showing that you have high quality teaching, a high graduate employment
rate, and good careers services and links to employers. Objective measures are important to validate these claims, but
don’t underestimate the power of great storytelling: past and present student experience is a great way to personalise the
student experience and make it real for prospects.
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Where do they find information?
An institution’s website is clearly the critical information source for prospective TAFE students across most categories of
information.

How do you look for information when researching a TAFE?

Oﬃcial
institution
website

Accommodation &
living costs
Course & subject
information
Course fees
Graduate outcomes
Information about the
town & city
Institution rankings/
ratings
Scholarships
Transport &
connections

Page 8 | QS Enrolment Solutions Future Student Survey

Other
website

Printed
information
booklets/
brochures

Family &
friends

Social
Media

Advertisement

Event

TAFE prospect segments

Career change

32.6%

Career start

23.6%

Career boost

23.5%

Personal

20.3%

Career change
They are most likely to want to work in government or public sector roles (57%) or in a small-tomedium business (51%).
They are older, slightly wealthier and more likely to already hold a TAFE qualification than average, demographically quite
similar to the Career Booster segment but slightly older and not quite as wealthy.
They choose TAFE because it’s more affordable than university (21 %), but also because they want hands-on opportunities
to learn work-ready skills (14%) and they are looking for a practical course (14%).

Demographics
How old are you?

What is your approximate annual household income in Australian Dollars?
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What is the highest level of study you have previously completed?

How interested are you in the following modes of study?
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When choosing a course, the
most important factors are:

When choosing a TAFE provider, the
most important factors are:

29%

38%

16%

22%

It leads directly to
their chosen
career

Flexible hours
and delivery

It oﬀers a speciﬁc
course that I'm
interested in

Location

14%

12%

13%

10%

High quality
teaching

Aﬀordable tuition
fee options

9%

High graduate
employment rate
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It has a good
careers service
and links with
employers

High quality
teaching

7%

High graduate
employment rate

Career start
This group is most likely to be school-leavers, aged under 20. Many of them (42%) have
completed year 12, but nearly a quarter will already hold a TAFE qualification.
They are most likely to be considering full-time study, but part-time study is also popular with this cohort.
Work is the preferred outcome for 44%, but a further 24% want to progress to another TAFE certificate or diploma, and
10% are planning to go on to university.
They probably want to work in small or medium business (46%) or government/public sector roles (35%). Public sector
roles are especially popular with those wanting to study in health or education-related fields.
Although 65% have also considered university, these students choose TAFE over university because they’re seeking
hands-on opportunities to learn work-ready skills (15%), because it’s more affordable (13%) and because they want a more
practical course than university (12%).

Demographics
How old are you?

What is your approximate annual household income in Australian Dollars?
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What is the highest level of study you have previously completed?

How interested are you in the following modes of study?
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When choosing a course, the
most important factors are:

When choosing a TAFE provider, the
most important factors are:

34%

36%

14%

17%

12%

15%

It leads directly to
their chosen
career

High quality
teaching

Aﬀordable tuition
fee options

9%

It oﬀers a speciﬁc
course that I'm
interested in

Location

High quality
teaching

10%

Flexible hours
and delivery

It has a good
careers service
and links with
employers

7%

7%

High graduate
employment rate

High graduate
employment rate
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Career boost
This segment is most likely to be over 30, established in their career and looking to progress
their skills as a means to a predefined career goal. They earn higher salaries on average than the
other segments, and 80% of them have completed a qualification higher than year 12, including
20% who hold a university degree.
They know what they want to achieve (57% plan to work after completion, 36% are planning further study) and are focused
on a particular course, but because they’re already well into their career they are less concerned with careers services and
graduate outcomes - they already have the industry connections they need.
Because they’re likely to be working, part-time or distance/online study are the most popular modes for this segment.

Demographics
How old are you?

What is your approximate annual household income in Australian Dollars?
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What is the highest level of study you have previously completed?

How interested are you in the following modes of study?
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When choosing a course, the
most important factors are:

When choosing a TAFE provider, the
most important factors are:

29%

43%

17%

21%

It leads directly to
their chosen
career

It oﬀers a speciﬁc
course that I'm
interested in

Aﬀordable tuition
fee options

Location

16%

16%

Flexible hours
and delivery

16%

High quality
teaching

7%

High quality
teaching

It has a good
careers service
and links with
employers

6%

4%

Its has good
reputation
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High graduate
employment rate

Personal interest
This segment tends to be older (nearly 40% are over 40) and better qualified than most other
groups, and unlike all other segments their primary motivation when choosing a course is high
quality teaching.
That’s not to say that employability is unimportant: it still figures high in their decision-making factors at course and
institution level, but the emphasis is shifted more towards quality, flexibility and how well it matches with their personal
interest.
Work is still the plan after graduation for 40% of this group, but 18% are looking to continue their TAFE studies and 21% are
planning other studies, including university, so it’s important to help them visualise where their studies could take them
next.
They choose TAFE because it’s more affordable than university (19%); because the course they want is not offered at
university (17%); because they want a practical course (15%) or hands-on opportunities to learn skills (12%).

Demographics
How old are you?

What is your approximate annual household income in Australian Dollars?
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What is the highest level of study you have previously completed?

How interested are you in the following modes of study?
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When choosing a course, the
most important factors are:

20%

High quality
teaching

20%

When choosing a TAFE provider, the
most important factors are:

39%

It oﬀers a speciﬁc
course that I'm
interested in

20%

It leads directly to
their chosen
career

Location

18%

17%

13%

11%

Flexible hours
and delivery

Aﬀordable tuition
fee options

5%

I will be studying
with like-minded
people

High quality
teaching

It has a good
careers service
and links with
employers

4%

High graduate
employment rate
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Survey methodology
About the QS Enrolment Solutions’ Future Student Survey
The survey was conducted as part of the QS Enrolment Solutions’ Future Student Survey 2017, encompassing prospective
TAFE and university students from Australia. The QS Enrolment Solutions’ Future Student Survey is the largest and most
comprehensive survey of prospective domestic students in Australia.
The survey was conducted using an online survey tool in March and April 2017. Respondents were prospective students
who had made an enquiry within the previous 12 months to a participating TAFE institution or university in Australia.
All respondents were Australian citizens or permanent residents.
Total survey sample size (including TAFE and university) :
•

10,504 respondents

Institutions:
•

22 institutions

About this report
This report uses only data collected from prospective TAFE students.
Survey sample size used in this report (TAFE only):
•

3,180 individual respondents

Institutions:
•

9 TAFE providers.

Participate in this research
QS Enrolment Solutions is seeking TAFE institutions to participate in future iterations of this research. There is no cost to
participate, and institutions receive a benchmarked report showing the findings from their prospective students compared
to the national average.
If your institution would like to participate in future research please contact QS Enrolment Solutions for more information.

Contact details
Published by QS Enrolment Solutions — [Address here]
© 2014 QS. All rights reserved worldwide.
No part of this publication may be copied or reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or
transmitted in any form or by any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopy,
recording or otherwise — without the prior written permission of the publisher.
For further information about this report, please contact QS on
+61 3 9627 4899 or sales@qs-enrolmentsolutions.com
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