
Welcoming the World



The International Student Survey is the world’s largest survey of pre-enrolment international students.

The 2017 survey was conducted by QS Enrolment Solutions in January and February 2017 with the participation of 65 

universities globally. 

Alongside this global report, we have produced a series of regionally-focused reports examining different themes and 

topics within global international higher education. These reports cover:

• Australia and New Zealand

• the UK

• Europe.

For more information please visit www.internationalstudentsurvey.com.
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Key facts

universities
participated globally

65

respondents 
globally

62,366
nationalities 
represented

196

male

57%
female

43%

postgraduate 

60%

undergraduate

35%

other (incl. foundation
and vocational)

5%

Top subject areas:

Business and
Administration

24%

Engineering

17%

Mathematical and
Computer Science

7%

Top age groups:

22-25

28%

18-21

27%

26-30

19%

Top income groups:

Under $25K

71%

$25K-100K

24%

Over $100K

5%
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Teaching quality is highly important to international students, with 79 per cent saying they would choose a university 

with excellent teaching quality over one with high rankings. Rankings are consistently given lesser importance among 

prospective international students than other indicators such as staff qualifications and student satisfaction. This means 

there is significant potential for lower-ranked universities to appeal to international students by demonstrating the 

strength of their offering in terms other than rankings.

Social media is continuing to grow in importance with 85 per cent of prospective students now using social channels to 

research universities they are considering attending. Social channel preferences and appetite for social messaging vary 

considerably by region and nationality, requiring universities to support a broad range of services and channels while 

tailoring their communication strategy to the needs of different groups.

When choosing a destination, international students are highly motivated by student experience factors such as safety, 

fitting into a welcoming environment and affordability. They are heavily influenced by word of mouth, particularly when 

choosing a destination, with friends and family who have studied overseas being a key information source. Providing a 

great student experience outside the classroom should therefore be seen as a high priority for universities seeking to 

attract the next generation of international students.

Key findings
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International student motivations 
and decision-making
Listening to students

To engage and attract international prospective students it’s vital to understand their motivations and decisions:

• What motivates international students to go to university

• What influences international students’ decisions regarding the course they take, the university they attend and 

the city and country they study in, and why?

These factors vary depending on individuals’ background, age, goals and from institution to institution, but at an aggregate 

level it’s clear that international students place great emphasis on:

• teaching quality

• a safe and welcoming environment

• affordability.

Motivations for study
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Decision-making factors

We asked prospective students to rate the most important factors across four stages of the decision-making process: 

choosing a course, choosing a country, choosing a university and choosing a town or city. 

First Second Third

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

The university I want to study at

The country I want to study in

The subject I want to study

11.7%

43.3% 46.5%

41.0%

12.5%

33.8%

23.0%

25.4%

62.9%

What five things are most important to you when choosing a course?
Percentage of times each item was ranked 1 to 5, where 1 is most important

1 2 3 4 5

The course offers high quality teaching

It has affordable tuition fee options

It is well-ranked

It has a high graduate employment rate

I will be studying with like-minded people

I can easily meet the entry requirements

It was recommended to me

It has a good reputation

It includes a work placement

It has good student satisfaction ratings

It has flexible hours and delivery 30.2%

26.6%

23.9%

19.3%

27.4%

23.9%

23.1%

18.9%

19.3%

17.0%

12.1%

25.5%

23.7%

22.2%

21.1%

20.1%

20.3%

20.9%

20.4%

19.7%

17.1%

15.4%

19.5%

20.5%

20.3%

21.1%

17.6%

19.4%

18.9%

20.3%

20.3%

19.5%

18.9%

14.7%

17.3%

18.5%

21.4%

17.3%

18.4%

18.7%

20.9%

21.1%

22.3%

22.0%

10.0%

11.9%

15.3%

17.2%

17.6%

18.0%

18.4%

19.5%

19.7%

24.0%

31.6%
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What five things are most important to you when choosing a country?
Percentage of times each item was ranked 1 to 5, where 1 is most important

1 2 3 4 5

It has universities with high quality teaching

It is welcoming to international students

I can get a visa to study there

I have friends or family living there

It has well-ranked universities

The lifestyle appeals to me

It has an affordable cost of living

It has a good reputation as a place to study

I can get a visa to work after graduating

It was recommended to me

It has good graduate employment options 26.4%

32.1%

22.8%

19.6%

18.7%

24.1%

19.3%

25.1%

18.9%

17.8%

14.8%

23.7%

20.6%

20.8%

19.9%

20.2%

20.2%

20.1%

19.6%

18.9%

19.3%

17.9%

20.1%

17.1%

19.6%

21.2%

20.8%

18.3%

20.2%

17.6%

19.7%

19.8%

19.6%

17.4%

15.5%

19.7%

20.8%

20.7%

17.9%

20.6%

17.4%

21.1%

20.1%

22.0%

12.4%

14.8%

17.1%

18.5%

19.5%

19.6%

19.8%

20.3%

21.5%

23.1%

25.8%

What five things are most important to you when choosing a town or city?
Percentage of times each item was ranked 1 to 5, where 1 is most important

1 2 3 4 5

It is a safe and welcoming place for international students

It has universities with high quality teaching

I have friends or family living there

It has well-ranked universities

I can work while studying

It has affordable private accommodation

It has a good reputation as a place to study

It has good lifestyle and leisure opportunities

I can get a visa to work there after I graduate

It was recommended to me

I will have access to my preferred employers 28.0%

33.8%

25.2%

24.8%

21.1%

21.3%

19.2%

21.4%

24.6%

16.1%

12.2%

22.7%

19.7%

21.5%

21.6%

21.7%

21.6%

20.2%

19.4%

19.3%

18.6%

16.7%

19.7%

17.5%

19.8%

19.9%

20.9%

20.5%

21.4%

19.3%

17.4%

19.7%

18.8%

17.1%

14.2%

18.5%

18.4%

20.3%

20.3%

21.2%

20.5%

16.6%

21.6%

21.3%

12.6%

14.7%

15.0%

15.3%

16.0%

16.3%

18.0%

19.3%

22.0%

23.9%

31.0%

What five things are most important to you when choosing a university?
Percentage of times each item was ranked 1 to 5, where 1 is most important

1 2 3 4 5

It offers high quality teaching

It offers scholarships

It is well-ranked

It is welcoming to international students

It has a prestigious brand

I have friends or family who have been to that university

It was recommended to me

It has a high graduate employment rate

It has a good careers service and links with employers

It has affordable university-owned accommodation

Make friends with people from different countries 30.8%

25.4%

24.2%

23.9%

30.0%

26.9%

25.9%

17.4%

19.2%

14.0%

12.7%

23.7%

23.5%

23.8%

23.0%

20.9%

21.2%

20.8%

19.5%

18.3%

15.9%

16.1%

18.9%

20.2%

21.1%

21.3%

18.3%

18.4%

18.4%

21.0%

18.7%

18.7%

19.5%

15.3%

18.5%

18.2%

18.3%

16.9%

18.4%

18.8%

21.8%

20.6%

22.5%

22.5%

11.3%

12.5%

12.7%

13.5%

13.9%

15.2%

16.1%

20.2%

23.2%

28.9%

29.2%
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International students’ perceptions 
of major study destinations
To extrapolate our survey results to a global scale, we applied a weighting to compensate for any differences between the 

composition of our survey cohort and the global market for English-language international higher education1.

Which countries do you think are most welcoming to
international students?

Australia was seen as the most welcoming country for international students, followed by Canada, the USA and 

the UK. These results suggest that Australia and Canada have so far been the most successful of all global study 

destinations at projecting a welcoming message to international students.

1 Any destinations that were under-represented in our survey cohort compared to their actual share of the global market for international students were weighted up, while any 
markets that were over-represented were weighted down. The weightings were calculated using 2014 data from the Institute for International Education and ranged from 0.32 
to 12.32, with a median weighting of 1.69.  These weightings were applied to a rank score calculated by assigning five points to each first-position ranking, four points to each 
second-position ranking, and so on to one point for each fifth-position ranking.

Which countries do you think are most welcoming to international students?
1 Australia

2 Canada

3 USA

4 UK

5 Germany

6 New Zealand

7 China

8 Netherlands

9 Singapore

10 Malaysia

11 Italy

12 Hong Kong
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Which countries offer the best quality of education
to international students?

The USA and the UK were seen as the top two destinations for quality of education. Australia, Canada and Germany 

occupied the third, fourth and fifth places.

Which countries do you think are safest
for international students?

Australia was seen as the safest destination for international students, followed by Canada. This matches the earlier result 

showing that these were seen as the most welcoming countries; perhaps unsurprisingly as the two factors would appear 

to be quite closely linked. 

Notably, the UK – which was seen as the third safest destination – scored higher on safety than on welcome, whereas the 

USA had the opposite result, being the fourth safest destination but the third most welcoming destination.

Which countries offer the best quality of education to international
students?

1 USA

2 UK

3 Australia

4 Canada

5 Germany

6 New Zealand

7 China

8 Singapore

9 Netherlands

10 Hong Kong

11 Italy

12 Malaysia

Which countries do you think are safest for international students?
1 Australia

2 Canada

3 UK

4 USA

5 Germany

6 New Zealand

7 Netherlands

8 Singapore

9 China

10 Malaysia

11 Italy

12 Hong Kong
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Which countries do you think have the best graduate outcomes
for international students?

The USA and the UK performed most strongly on perceptions of graduate outcomes, coming first and second. This 

was followed by Australia.

Which countries do you think are the best value for money
for international students?

Australia scored most highly for value for money among prospective international students, followed by the USA and the 

UK.

Which countries do you think have the best graduate outcomes for
international students?

1 USA

2 UK

3 Australia

4 Canada

5 Germany

6 New Zealand

7 China

8 Singapore

9 Netherlands

10 Hong Kong

11 Malaysia

12 Italy

Which countries do you think are the best value for money for international
students?

1 Australia

2 USA

3 UK

4 Canada

5 Germany

6 China

7 New Zealand

8 Netherlands

9 Singapore

10 Malaysia

11 Italy

12 Hong Kong
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Which countries do you think offer the best lifestyle to international 
students?

Australia and the USA occupied the top two positions in terms of lifestyle. These were followed by the UK and Canada.

What impact might the election of President Trump have on global 
higher education?

The election of Donald Trump as President of the United States has had a profound impact on international perceptions of 

America and the country’s relationship with the rest of the world. 

While the US has been growing in importance as a study destination for international students over the past few years, the 

stance of the President on immigration may present a potential challenge for the US higher education sector’s ambitions to 

expand their share of the international student market. 

To complement the latest International Student Survey, QS Enrolment Solutions conducted additional polling during 

the week of 7th–15th March, immediately after the announcement of a second iteration of the Trump administration’s 

attempted travel ban on the nationals of six Muslim-majority countries. The survey explored the views of prospective 

international students who had expressed an interest in studying in the United States, and collected 1,030 responses. 

This polling found that 36 per cent of the prospective students surveyed, who were not from one of the six affected 

countries, nevertheless said that the travel ban affected their plans to study in the US.

Which countries do you think offer the best lifestyle to international
students?

1 Australia

2 USA

3 UK

4 Canada

5 Germany

6 New Zealand

7 Netherlands

8 Singapore

9 China

10 Italy

11 Malaysia

12 Hong Kong
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Of the group that said yes, 61 per cent responded that they were concerned and therefore reconsidering their decision 

to study in the US, and 31 per cent said that while they were concerned, they still planned to study in the US. Overall, this 

suggests that 22 per cent (61 per cent of 36 per cent) of prospective international students considering the United States 

may be reconsidering their decision to study there.

59 per cent of the total respondents suggested that they were more likely to study in the UK as a result of the potential 

travel ban, while 58 per cent were more likely to study in Canada and 49 per cent said they were more likely to study in 

Australia. Other potential beneficiaries included Germany at 43 per cent, and France at 30 per cent.

Percentage of respondents, question asked to nationalities not directly affected by the travel ban
(e.g. not the six restricted Muslim-majority countries)

Does this Executive Order affect your plans to study in the United States?

UnsureNoYes

11.9%

52.4%

35.7%

Percentage of respondents agreeing with the above statement, as a percentage of the 36%
of respondent who said their plans were affected

“I am concerned, and reconsidering my decision to study in the US”

61%

Percentage of respondents per destination

Has the Executive Order changed your likelihood of studying in any of
the following destinations?
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Communication preferences and 
digital channels
Increasing use of social media by prospective
international students

The continuing explosion in social media use, which grew by 20 per cent2 over the last 12 months, underlines how social 

media is an increasingly vital channel for all prospective international students. Social media use cuts across demographic 

boundaries from age to income, as well as national boundaries. For many, and young people in particular, social media is 

now the principle means by which they gather information and communicate with peers.

This year’s International Student Survey found that 85 per cent of prospective international students used social media as a 

research tool while deciding where to study, which means it’s more critical than ever for institutions to use social media as 

an integrated part of an overall marketing and communications strategy.

The majority of social media use takes place before an enquiry is made, with 82.2 per cent of international students using it 

at this stage. However, significant minorities continue to use social media as a resource when making an application (41.1 

per cent), deciding whether or not to accept an offer (30.0 per cent) and after accepting an offer (31.9 per cent).

2  Digital in 2017: Global Review (WeAreSocial, Hootsuite: 2017)

Do you use social media as part of the research process when deciding where to
study?
Percentage by response

No

Yes

84.9%

15.1%

82.2%

26.8%
41.1%

30.0% 31.9%
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What social channels are prospective international students using?

Just as important as knowing the extent to which prospective international students use social media is knowing which 

platforms they use. Regular social media usage is dominated by Facebook, YouTube and Instagram, but a range of other 

platforms, from LinkedIn to Pinterest, are also used regularly. The chart below shows the percentage of respondents using 

each platform on a frequent, daily, weekly or monthly basis.

Growing importance of social messaging

Social messaging, based on direct or group-based communication platforms, has become a vital part of the social media 

landscape. The most popular of such platform, WhatsApp, has grown from 700 million users in January 2015 to 1.2 billion 

users in January 20173. In this year’s survey, we asked about respondent’s preferred social messaging channels. 

WhatsApp has the highest level of high-frequency (daily or more frequent) use, at 73 per cent of all respondents, followed 

by Facebook Messenger at 56 per cent and Snapchat at 23 per cent.

3  WhatsApp, 2017
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Speed of response is crucial

The rise of more sophisticated communication technologies has helped fuel prospective international student’s growing 

expectation of rapid, personalised communication with universities. 64 per cent of those surveyed said that they would 

expect an acknowledgement that a university has received their enquiry within 24 hours, and 41 per cent would expect a 

complete and personal response within that timeframe.
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How often do prospective international students want
to be contacted?

At all stages of the process – following on from enquiry, application or an offer – prospective international students 

prefer at least weekly contact. 68 per cent prefer weekly contact after making an enquiry, rising to 78 per cent after their 

application and 82 per cent after an offer is made.

Email remains the most popular channel for communication with prospective students, with 93 per cent saying that they 

would prefer email ‘at all stages’ of the journey to enrolment.

Meeting this level of expected email communication from the earliest stages of the engagement process requires a 

sophisticated email marketing programme using data to identify and provide the right communication for a particular 

prospective students at the right time.
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QS Enrolment Solutions helps students identify their strengths, explore careers, create academic plans, match 

to best-fit educational opportunities, and finish what they start. Through our solutions, we enable thousands of 

educational institutions to improve post-secondary and career planning, admissions and enrolment management, 

student success and advising for millions of students around the globe.

For more information 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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About QS Enrolment Solutions

Would your university like to
be included in the next
International Student Survey?

To register your interest visit :

www.internationalstudentsurvey.com/takepart

Each year, QS Enrolment Solutions enables a limited number of 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.
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