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The international higher education sector has become a major success story for Australian universities over 
the last decade, thanks to a combination of high quality teaching, lifestyle, and attractive post-study work 
visa policies.

The economic benefits are familiar, yet still startling: international students contribute more than $19 billion 
to the Australian economy per year (source: Australian Government Department of Education1), making it 
Australia’s fourth-largest export (after iron ore, coal and natural gas). Indeed a recent report from Deloitte 
Access Economics, commissioned by the Department of Education, valued international higher education’s 
contribution to the economy slightly higher, at $19.7 billion2.

In 2014, international students made up 19% of the total enrolments at Australian universities (source: 
Department of Education and Training3), and this revenue is absolutely vital at a time when the federal 
government has been seeking to reduce its contribution to higher education funding. It’s no exaggeration 
to say that many of Australia’s universities are reliant on international students for survival.

The immediate and ongoing benefits of international education are now of such importance to Australia 
that ensuring its long-term sustainability and international competitiveness is a matter of urgency. Just as 
national economies must diversify and shift from approaches that have succeeded but reached their use-
by dates, so must the Australian international higher education sector.

The Australian government is managing an economy in transition as the resources boom has long since 
subsided, and is seeking to develop into a services-based economy powered by ideas, innovation and 
technology. Universities must play a proactive role in developing the skills and knowledge that are the raw 
material for innovation.

By attracting the best and brightest from around the world, imparting on them high quality skills and 
training, and connecting them to business and industry, Australian universities have a key role to play in the 
future economy, but this requires a willingness to live the values of innovation, which can only come from 
disruption and transformation.

QS Enrolment Solutions, working with its partners, has developed a best practice approach to international 
student recruitment that we firmly believe places Australian universities on a path to further success, and 
we’re excited to present it here.

1https://www.education.gov.au/news/world-opportunities-national-strategy-international-education
2https://internationaleducation.gov.au/research/research-papers/Documents/ValueInternationalEd.pdf
3https://internationaleducation.gov.au/research/Research-Snapshots/Documents/International%20students%20in%20

Australian%20Uni_2014.pdf
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David Harrington
President — QS Enrolment Solutions
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Foreword

Phil Honeywood
Chief Executive Officer — International Education 
Association of Australia (IEAA)

Universities world-wide, and Australian universities in particular, are placing increasing reliance on academic 
and other forms of rankings. This reliance has spawned a whole new rankings industry with different not-
for-profit and for-profit organisations attempting to provide new methodologies that will satisfy almost 
every client university’s ranking hopes and aspirations. Unfortunately, in the chase for rankings there is a 
danger that the student voice becomes peripheral.
 
Happily, organisations such as QS Enrolment Solutions are determined to remind our higher education 
providers that data and feedback, directly obtained from their students, must be given priority. To embark 
on a comprehensive survey of over 40,000 students globally, and 21,000 in Australia, is a huge undertaking. 
However, when stakeholders have the chance to take in the information available in this report they will 
soon realise that it has been a worthwhile endeavour.
 
Publication of “Creating a sustainable international strategy through student intelligence” could not have 
come at a better time for our sector. Only recently, we have had the release of Australia’s first International 
Education Strategy, Austrade’s  AIE 2025 Roadmap and DFAT’s Global Alumni Strategy. These documents, 
together with the creation of a national Coordinating Council for International Education, have certainly 
raised expectations that genuine student-focussed policy implementation will be core business for a 
future Federal Government. It is important to note here that the President of the Council for International 
Students Australia (CISA) will be a full member of this Coordinating Council. 
 
Notwithstanding these recent welcome announcements from government, we know that all stakeholders 
can do far more to enhance our nation’s reputation for excellence in student service delivery. To this end, 
IEAA is currently focussed on the enhancement of employability skills provision, ensuring affordable safe 
accommodation and underpinning an industry run quality assurance framework for education agents. To 
achieve these goals our Association acknowledges that we have to rely on a partnership approach. We are 
delighted that QS Enrolment Solutions is one of our key partners in addressing these needs and commend 
this report for adding to the body of knowledge required to advance these causes.
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Professor Sarah Todd
Vice President (Global) —  Griffith University 

At a time when the international student market is an increasingly competitive one, characterised by 
a number of new entrants and increased domestic capacity in traditional source countries, Australian 
universities are also facing a constrained budget environment. The ability to attract and retain quality 
international students is thus dependent on an ever more strategic approach, using the best data available.  
This report goes beyond a simple geographic segmentation of the market, instead offering insights into a 
range of student characteristics, which, together with technological developments, enable institutions to 
adopt a more targeted approach to recruitment with increasingly customised marketing messages.

Succeeding in international student recruitment is more than just the attraction of commencing students, 
with retention equally significant.  For anybody in doubt of the importance of understanding who your 
students are and what drives them, rather than where they come from, reading this report should convince 
them of the need to gather as much information as possible throughout the student journey.

I’m not sure we will see a sudden change to the traditional practice of breaking international student 
numbers down by country, but there is plenty here to challenge the notion that all students from a 
particular geographic area have a distinct set of needs and motivations.  Definitely a thought provoking read 
with implications for how we structure international recruitment teams and the activities they undertake.
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Ben Campbell
Digital Marketing Manager, International
Deakin University.

The QS Enrolment Solutions International Student Survey takes a data-driven dive into international student 
recruitment, and provides university marketing and recruitment teams with the science to make better 
decisions.

Observing more than 40,000 respondents, the survey explores the reasons why globe-spinning 
international prospects continue to choose Australia, and identifies opportunities for recruiting prospects 
that haven’t quite made up their mind.

Incorporating the right digital insights, the survey accurately interprets the substantive role that digital 
platforms play throughout the prospect decision-making cycle. As a digital marketer, this rubber-stamps 
my vision that dynamic, content-led brand experiences represent the changing face of international 
recruitment.

To thrive in a constantly-evolving international recruitment marketplace, universities must be prepared 
to shake-up their traditional recruitment models, and embrace audience-led digital campaigns. The 
International Student Survey encourages universities to subscribe to this vision.

The report is a compelling, must-read document for university marketing and recruitment teams.
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respondents globally participating Australian 
universities

enquirers to Australian 
universities

prospective postgraduate 
students

59.6%
prospective 

undergraduate students
other (including foundation 

and vocational)

36.3%

43,919 1721,745

nationalities countries of residence femalemale
192 169 40.5%53.6%

4.0%

first-generation higher 
education students

annual household 
income below $25,000 

(US Dollars)

annual household 
income $25,000 – 

$75,000

annual household 
income above 

$75,000

45.6
%

69.7
%

20.8
%

9.7
%

17.4%
50 African countries 

7.8%
36 countries in the 

Americas 

62.4%
49 countries in Asia

2.6%
15 countries in Oceania

4.2%
41 European countries

Survey demographics
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Executive Summary
International student marketing and recruitment is becoming more globally competitive, and sophisticated.

Universities should no longer be asking the questions ‘what are the best (‘core’) markets for us?’ Instead, 
they should consider ‘who are the right students for us?’

A student-focused approach, supported by new technologies and insights drawn from data, is the key to the 
development of a strategic, sustainable and affordable international marketing and recruitment strategy. Such 
a strategy, freed from vast fixed costs and an inflexible dependence on static markets, would be:

• More targeted than existing methods, capable of deploying resources where they might have the 
greatest impact: not on the national level, but at the level of an individual student. 

• More agile, able to pivot and refocus in response to shifting markets and changes in the 
international landscape. 

• More measurable, with sophisticated individual-level data creating a detailed understanding of ‘cost 
per acquisition’ and ‘return on investment’ achievable. 

• More personalised, with offers and approaches tailored to individual students and their needs, not 
national profiles.

This data-driven approach to marketing and recruitment of international students is transformative for 
Australian universities, and QS Enrolment Solutions’ vision for future focussed and sustainable international 
student recruitment is built on a model that:

• Targets the right students

• With the right messages

• Through the right channels

• At the right time.

The goal is to achieve:

• An increase in the overall prospect pool

• Diversification of markets that can be addressed by marketing and recruitment activity

• Broader reach and recruiting based on the specific strengths and differentiators of your university

• Attraction of better-qualified enquiries from students who are more likely to enrol and succeed at 
your university

• Lower cost of student acquisition, using personal intervention and technology to reach, nurture and 
inform student decision-making

• Continual optimisation of student profiles based on experience gathered through campaign 
execution, leading to more efficient use of marketing budget.
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This is important because international students make such a vital economic and social contribution to life 
in Australia, and Australians. Intellectually, they help connect Australian universities to the rest of the world, 
bring a global perspective that enriches the student experience of local students, while helping prepare 
them for careers in a world that requires that we engage far beyond our national borders.

Australia faces growing competition from other countries seeking to draw international students towards 
their own universities, and the university sector as a whole is a prime target for other sources of disruption. 
The old analogue model of international student marketing and recruitment will not be adequate to 
insulate our universities from this disruption. Instead, the path to sustainable international recruitment 
is through personalisation and diversification strategies, enabled by student insights, intervention, and 
technology.

This report shares some aggregate Australian findings from the 2016 QS Enrolment Solutions International 
Student Survey (ISS) to illustrate how student intelligence and data can be used to inform an international 
marketing and recruitment strategy that places Australian universities firmly on the path to diversification 
and sustainability.

Download our report Creating a Sustainable International Education Sector - A Manifesto for 
Intelligence-Led Marketing and Recruitment of International Students to see our best practice approach 
to applying student intelligence, data and digital tools to international student recruitment. The manifesto 
is a companion piece to this report, describing QS Enrolment Solutions’ vision for a new approach to 
international student marketing and recruitment.

http://www.hobsonssolutions.com/APAC/Our-Insight#Creating-sustainable-international-edu-sector
http://www.hobsonssolutions.com/APAC/Our-Insight#Creating-sustainable-international-edu-sector


10

www.qs-enrolmentsolutions.com

Recommendations
Our vision for international student marketing and recruitment is encapsulated in nine key 
recommendations:

• Invest in collecting deep data on customers - student intelligence - using it to understand what 
motivates them, and how to best serve them

• Become truly customer-centric and engage with prospective students on their terms, using the 
channels, content and communications they are most comfortable and familiar with

• Use digital channels to reach new audiences and attract the right students, using student intelligence 
to identify and attract prospects who fit the ideal profile for your university

• Become more agile and responsive to student needs, combining technology and insight to deliver 
successful outcomes for students and institutions alike

• Become data-centric when making decisions about investment in international student recruitment

• Diversify away from a ‘core market’ marketing and recruitment strategy to a truly global student 
recruitment strategy 

• Apply international student intelligence through all stages of the student lifecycle, from initial 
attraction through to enrolment, graduation and beyond 

• Identify the problem being solved before applying technology solutions. Understand when and where 
technology can support the student lifecycle, and then apply it strategically

• Continually measure and optimise your channel strategy, messaging and student profiles throughout 
the whole student lifecycle.

Student intelligence is critical to the whole international student marketing and recruitment pipeline
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International student intelligence is a huge opportunity 
for international student marketers and recruiters
International recruitment is now a core strategic objective
Australian universities were amongst the first to realise the strategic important of on-campus international 
students to their bottom line, and included international growth targets in medium- and long-term strategic plans.

Reaching these ambitious targets means growing the pool of prospects, reaching into new markets where 
competitors are less established, and then making sure that future students are effectively managed through 
from enquiry to enrolment and beyond. A full-lifecycle approach to student insight means that students can be 
retained, progressed into further study and continually engaged as alumni, delivering benefits to the university far 
beyond the initial commencement.

The ‘analogue’ approach to international recruitment is no longer fit for purpose
Currently, universities globally tend to approach their international student marketing and recruitment efforts 
on a national basis, seeking to attract students from major markets like China, India, and across South-East 
Asia. This is a consequence of the high costs and in-market infrastructure required with traditional approaches 
to international student marketing and recruitment: budgets tend to focus on particular ‘key’ markets where 
demand has previously been proven.

This method of marketing to and recruiting international students has worked well for many universities in the 
past, but the reality is that these are high-touch, high-cost modes that don’t scale well into new markets, and 
expect prospective students to conform to a narrowly-defined enquiry process.

What’s more, relying on a handful of national markets introduces a range of vulnerabilities for universities. These 
may be caused by policy changes in key source countries or the rise of domestic competitors, economic shifts 
and currency fluctuations. These factors may be well outside the sphere of influence of universities, but can still 
cause sudden downturns in enrolment numbers and have significant impacts on university revenues.

Australian universities therefore need to diversify their intake of international students in core markets in order 
to reduce risk, and they need to rise to the challenge of increased competition with foreign universities. In the 
context of pressure on university recruiting budgets, we believe a change in approach – and in the mind-set of 
recruiters – is required. 

Developing a new approach to marketing and recruiting: personal, digital, sustainable 
The rapid development of digital technology in recent years has made sophisticated data analysis and 
personalised marketing, particularly through social media, more practical and less expensive than ever before. 

The first step: student profiling
In simple terms, student profiling is about identifying the requirements, ambitions and desires of potential 
students, and classifying them according to those needs so that tailored attraction and engagement strategies 
can be built and executed. 

Student profiling and segmentation models allow marketers to construct a richer, more nuanced way of grouping 
prospective students than their nationality. Through sophisticated analysis, it’s possible to draw together 
clusters of data and create a range of differentiated student profiles based on common priorities and student 
characteristics.
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Matching the right students to your university
A university seeking to convert a prospective student into an enrolled student needs to:

1. Understand what types of student are most likely to be right for their particular institution, faculty 
and or course, and what their decision making process is 

2. Clearly articulate why those students should choose their institution

3. Make a student’s decision making process easier, through useful, targeted information provided 
through the right channels at the right time.

No university is brilliant at everything. Yet most universities are brilliant at something. Sometimes, 
understanding what those things are involves significant institutional self-awareness and perhaps a degree 
of self-criticism. An honest appreciation of a university’s points of differentiation remains the critical second 
step to an informed marketing and recruitment strategy.

Understand 
institutional 

strengths

Understand the 
students you’re 

attracting

Understand 
what makes 

students 
successful

Attract the
future

students you 
want to attract

Profiles are developed using a wide range of factors which are known to influence student decision-making.
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Using profiles to begin data-informed marketing and recruitment
Detailed profiles can profoundly augment marketing and recruiting efforts in a number of important ways.

They can allow universities to better understand their students. By comparing their current student body against 
data-driven student profiles, a university can more effectively recognise what types of students are most likely to 
be attracted to that university, and predict whether they are likely to succeed. 

They can also help universities understand where to find those students who are most likely to be interested 
in attending their institution and effective once they commence rather than a broad-brush market approach, 
universities can now make informed, data-driven decisions. Beyond understanding the students you’re currently 
attracting, this approach can help find other potential students that fit your university’s value proposition, 
opening up untapped sources of new students.

With a greater understanding of an individual student’s priorities and concerns, universities can engage them 
much more effectively. Using digital technology and channels to reach out to potential students with the relevant 
interests and attributes, target them with messages that maximise each student’s chances of making an enquiry, 
then use relevant content to nurture them through to application. The engagement should continue through to 
the student’s enrolment, with the ultimate goal being the student’s successful achievement of their objectives for 
studying, whether personal, professional or academic.



14

www.qs-enrolmentsolutions.com

Engaging through the right channels
Reach prospects in the channels they already use
Students who are considering an international degree may not yet be considering your university, so identify the 
prospects who are seeking out information about studying in Australia and approach them, rather than hoping 
they discover your website.

It’s important to understand which digital channels are being used by target student cohorts and profiles, 
how they’re used and how to target the right students using them through content. This may include search 
advertising, retargeting, social media, and social messaging services in addition to traditional marketing channels.

A prime example is understanding when in the student lifecycle to direct a prospective student to a course- or 
subject-specific landing page, rather than to the university’s main website where there are multiple calls to action. 
In all activity, conversion should be the focus.

Across all aspects of information gathering, apart from university rankings, the most common source of 
information is a university website.

Even where other sources of information score highly, the ISS tells us that university websites are still the most 
important source.

How do future students find course information?

However, this does not mean that international students expect to use university websites simply as a source of 
basic information.

What percentage of prospects rate the following as very important on a university website?

use other websites 
or social media

scholarships

online chat

use university 
brochures

course search

mobile/tablet 
friendly

use university 
website

online application

enquiry forms

use events
14%

67%

29%

36%

67%

46%

83%

70%

64%

5%



15

www.qs-enrolmentsolutions.com

Three basic website functionalities – a course search function, an online application feature and an enquiry form – 
are vital, with nine out of ten international students regarding them as important.

But beyond these simple functions, prospective students have a host of other requirements. Accessibility on a 
mobile device and personalisation are features that are rated as important by more than half of future students.

Ease of use is important: 35 per cent of students say they would typically spend less than 10 minutes on a 
university’s website before moving on. Yet if they are engaged by the right content, they will stay longer: 50 per 
cent say they will spend in excess of 15 minutes on a university website – slightly higher than students considering 
universities in the UK.

International students today demand sophisticated and clearly presented websites as a minimum. Intuitive 
site design and information architecture are critical to successfully maintaining engagement and maximising 
conversion into applications, but a university’s website is only one element of its digital offering. 

Targeting the right social networks – how is social media used when making higher 
education decisions?
Social media is critical to the way in which international students engage with their potential universities of choice 
at every stage.

Crucially, social media offers excellent acquisition channels for driving new prospective students to a university 
website or landing page to make an enquiry. A university’s social media strategy should offer not only another 
source of information for a prospective student, but a vital opportunity for universities to access the student 
profiles they want.

Students considering Australian universities are more likely to use social media to locate the information 
they need before making an enquiry, compared to those considering UK universities (78 per cent of students 
considering Australia say they will use social media, compared to 64 per cent considering the UK).

Less than one quarter (23 per cent) of prospective students say they won’t take advantage of social media in 
some way when choosing a study destination. This engagement continues through the recruitment journey, with 
28 per cent of prospective students expecting to use social media to help them when making an application, and 
19 per cent say they will use it to plan their move to Australia.

When did you use social media as part of the research process when deciding where to study?

57%

19%

28%

17% 18%
23%

When finding 
information before I 

make an enquiry

After I’ve made 
an enquiry

To help when 
making an 
application

When deciding 
whether to 

accept an offer

After I’ve accepted 
an offer, to help me 

plan to move

I didn’t use social 
media during any 
of these stages
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Which social messaging services do you use at least once a week?

How frequently do social messaging users access these platforms?

76% 76%

30%
25%

17%

6%

31%

Facebook 
Messenger

WhatsApp Viber Snapchat WeChat (Weixin) TangoTwitter

Eighty-six percent of WhatsApp users say they access it at least daily, and 67 per cent who use Facebook messenger 
access it at least daily. The significant potential for universities to start using these channels to communicate directly 
with prospective students is clear. 

The variation between undergraduate and postgraduate prospects is not as great as you might think. 
Prospective undergraduates are twice as likely to be weekly users of Snapchat compared to prospective 
postgraduates, but postgraduates are only 2 per cent more likely to use Facebook Messenger weekly, and 3 
per cent more likely to use Viber – not a difference that would warrant a different strategy for different levels of 
study.

At the same time, this more direct social media communication is a clear example of an area where the 
personalisation of marketing and recruitment is critical. For instance, in China, WeChat is by far the most popular 
social messaging app, three times as likely to be used weekly as WhatsApp.

Social messaging – smaller group, peer-to-peer communication – is an area of social media that has grown markedly 
in recent years. We asked what social messaging channels international students were using, and how often.
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Communication after the first active engagement
International students have firm preferences concerning how universities communicate with them. Ninety-eight 
per cent would like to receive an email, with a phone call coming a distant second with 37 per cent. 

What form(s) of communication would you like to receive from
a university you have made an enquiry or application to?

98%

37%

29%

27%

26%

25%

5%

Email

Phone

Facebook

Twitter

SMS  text message

Letter (direct mail)

Social messaging platforms 
(e.g WhatsApp, Viber)

There is significant variation between different nationalities in terms of the types of communication they want.

• In several of Australian universities’  largest source markets for enquiries, including Pakistan and 
Bangladesh, prospects are more likely to want a Facebook message than a letter or an SMS.

• Students from Ghana and Nigeria are much more likely to want a phone call than people from 
Malaysia or Indonesia.

• People from the Philippines and the US are considerably more likely to want to receive a letter, with 
Malaysians not far behind. Chinese nationals are very unlikely to want a letter.

• Most Americans do not want to receive communications from their university through social 
messaging platforms or Facebook, preferring more formal modes of communication. 

It’s important not to get too hung up on nationality, of course. Overlaying student and country profiles, there 
is a significant variation across the different profiles within a given nationality. The key message is that there is 
huge variation between how different segments want to be communicated with, and that universities need to 
be smart about how they engage.

Conversely, 95 per cent of Indian students use WhatsApp at least weekly. In the United States, 60 per cent of 
students use Snapchat, the most popular social messaging app amongst this group, at least weekly, roughly 
double the percentage that use WhatsApp weekly.

Identifying the right social media channels to use to engage students is one thing, but knowing how to maximise 
their potential benefits to marketing and recruitment activity is another.
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6% 4% 8%
10%

18% 17% 16%
27%

31% 30% 26%

60%
45% 49% 50%

After I make an 
enquiry

After I apply After I receive an 
offer

After I have started 
studying

Communicating at the right time – the importance of a rapid response
Previous ISS results have consistently shown that prospective students value responsiveness. In 2014 we 
found cases where students, faced with a choice between two universities, chose the one that responded to 
them most rapidly.  What’s more, our research has found that this is not because students are impatient. It is 
because, from their perspective, the rapidity of a response acts as a proxy for the quality of a university, and 
suggests the university takes pride in its communications.

We have found that 60 per cent of prospective students desire a response within 24 hours after they make an 
enquiry, and only 13 per cent would be satisfied with a response taking longer than three days. 

Simply put, universities that fail to meet these response time expectations risk missing out on potential students. 
Using marketing automation technology in the right way at the right stages of the student lifecycle to keep 
prospects engaged, further qualify them and address their initial information needs (based on the student 
intelligence linked to that student’s profile and their subsequent interactions) is the most effective way of meeting 
and exceeding this student expectation.

How quickly would you like to receive a response from university at the following stages?

Within one month Within one week Within 24 hoursWithin 3 days
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The right message
Delivering what international students expect – data-driven, personal engagement
It has never been so important for universities to understand how a prospective international student decides on 
a higher education institution – particularly in terms of the digital resources and pathways they exploit.

The recipe for a sustainable international strategy is to get the right message to the right student through the 
right channel at the right time.

But what is the ‘right message’, and how can we use data-driven profiling to inform effective messaging and 
marketing to international students?

Use student intelligence to ease the journey to application
A student-centric recruitment strategy needs to recognise that the process of applying for university can be 
bewildering for students. It’s a complicated process with a huge array of choices, and navigating the information 
overload that comes with it can be a huge challenge.

Reducing this complexity and targeting students with the messages they need (and want) to make a decision 
means you can stand out from the digital noise and dramatically increase the impact of your most important 
messages.

Why are they going to university? 
Going to university is principally about gaining knowledge and enhancing employability, this hasn’t changed since 
our previous surveys. Yet a wide array of other factors come into the decision making process, and these vary 
across different student profiles.

What is your most important reason for going to university?

52%

25%

11%

5%

4%

4%

Continue my learning 
and development

Improve my
employment prospects

Determine what I want to 
do with the rest of my life

Make more money 
in my career

Meet new people from 
different countries

Experience ‘university life’

Students interested in Australian universities are slightly more likely than their counterparts considering the UK to 
rank improving their employment prospects as their top priority, but their overall priorities are in the same order.



20

www.qs-enrolmentsolutions.com

How do they choose what to study? 
Knowing why students want to study in the first place, and how they choose a subject, allows universities to 
design content and messaging to appeal to these pre-existing beliefs. Layering personalised data and profiling on 
top of this makes it far more accurate and effective at an individual level, because it allows the right content to be 
prioritised, through whichever communication channel is being accessed at a given time.

How do students choose a subject to study?

85%

46%

44%

29%

29%

25%

27%

10% 5%I choose what to study mainly 
based on my personal interest

I choose what to study based on areas 
where there is high demand for employees

I choose a subject to primarily based on 
how much I am likely to earn in that industry

Agree Not sure Disagree

Manage objections early, and often
It’s no surprise that costs and safety are the biggest worries for prospective students thinking about coming to 
Australia. These concerns are best addressed directly and clearly by providing the information up front.
Worries about cost are always going to be prominent. When you consider that 70 per cent of students surveyed 
have a combined family income of less than $25,000 (US Dollars) per year, the cost of an Australian degree is a 
significant imposition on the family budget.

Safety is a strength of Australian universities compared to other destinations, which hasn’t always been the case, 
and safety and inclusion on campus have long been an area of focus for many institutions, to their credit. Australia 
has not been as badly impacted by  the bad luck of some other major competitors, with heavy global media 
coverage of terrorist attacks on European cities and mass shootings in the US contributing to the unease felt by 
some prospective students and their parents. The contribution of anti-immigrant rhetoric from major political 
figures in the UK, US and Europe is also likely to influence the way students feel about the welcome they are likely 
to receive.

Australia is not immune from anti-immigrant rhetoric, showing how important it is that our political leaders 
highlight the benefits of an open and welcoming society to the national interest.

The softer experiential factors such as missing home, food, climate and cultural differences are far less of a 
concern, and in fact for most students are likely to be a positive factor (even if not top priorities). For most student 
profiles, these factors are best treated as secondary reinforcing messages once a student has been engaged by 
the primary decision drivers (employment, new skills, teaching quality).



21

www.qs-enrolmentsolutions.com

82%

80%

74%

61%

31%

23%

23%

23%

Cost of course fees

Cost of living

Availability of scholarships

Safety of destination 
country

I will miss my home, family 
and friends

Food choices

Climate

Cultural differences

What worries you about studying in a different country? 

Students’ plans for after graduation influence messaging at the beginning of the 
student journey
Understanding what students want to do after university is just as important as understanding where they are 
coming from.

We found that 41 per cent of international students plan to work immediately after graduating, while 46 per 
cent plan to go on to postgraduate study. Favourable post-study work visa policies in Australia have been a real 
advantage over the last few years, as it allows universities to connect studies to employment, something that 
students consistently say is a key factor in their decision to study overseas.

Reinforcing this advantage by providing messaging linking degrees to favourable employment outcomes with local 
businesses is one way of leveraging this intelligence early in the student acquisition pipeline. This is particularly the 
case with those student profiles which place greater importance on employment outcomes and those who are 
enquiring about degrees with a vocational focus.

Demonstrating true linkages with local employers through work-integrated learning, internship programs, and 
developing curriculum in conjunction with employers and industry are important here.

What do you plan to do after graduation?

41%

23% 23%

8%
5%

Work Postgraduate study 
(Research)

Postgraduate study 
(Coursework)

Undergraduate 
degree

I don’t know yet
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Migration is an active consideration for half of students
While only 17 per cent of students surveyed told us that they have concrete plans to stay in Australia 
permanently, a further 34 per cent plan to stay for at least six months after graduation to work or study, which 
means that post-study visa options are an important factor for 51 per cent of students considering Australian 
universities, compared to 41% of students considering UK universities.

The proportion of students actively planning temporary or permanent post-study migration to Australia is very 
similar to those considering New Zealand and Canada, slightly higher than those students considering the US, and 
much higher than the UK, where post-study work rights are more limited. 

Migration pathways are not a factor that can be used to differentiate an individual university, but at a national 
policy level it’s clear that this remains a competitive advantage for Australia’s higher education sector, and it’s a 
piece of information that is relevant to a student’s decision making at a country level.

Only a quarter (24 per cent) of students have definitely plans to return home immediately, 5 per cent plan to go 
elsewhere, and 19 per cent haven’t yet made up their minds.



23

www.qs-enrolmentsolutions.com

From theory to practice – deploying an intelligent 
recruiting campaign
Seed, attract, optimise
The data and future student profiling outlined in the previous sections provide the raw material for a practical 
recruitment approach based on personalisation, but the step from theory to executing a real campaign in the 
market has its own complexities.

Broadly, a best practice application of our approach takes the following steps:

• target future students that fit the profiles you want to attract, in the right channels

• seed initial content based on priority messaging, matched to the target profile

• anticipate the future students’ content needs based on their profiles

• track the future student’s interactions with content and use marketing automation technology to 
dynamically surface a personalised mix of content

• nurture the prospective student through a well-designed student journey that increases engagement 
through a series of interactions

• define rules to trigger a personal interaction (a phone call, instant messenger conversation or 
appointment) or an application form based on an individual prospect’s engagement

• measure the success of individual channels, messages and assets and constantly optimise your campaigns

• actively feed information gathered through the execution of student acquisition campaigns back into the 
student profiles, continually improving the modelling over time and connecting theory to practice.

Execution and optimisation
This iterative process of continual measurement and optimisation throughout the whole student lifecycle is the 
last critical piece of the puzzle. Best practice is to continually update and improve profiling and messaging as 
campaigns progress, based on analysis of performance across the campaign.

Nurture

Automation

Seed Engage Quality Convert Retain

Campaign 
performance Interactions Application Student 

engagement

Channel 
optimisation Behaviours Personal contact

Optimisemise

The research presented in this report only scrapes the surface of the data required to build a working international 
student acquisition strategy, because the power lies in being able to apply it at a very personal level. Nevertheless, 
the process of using deep data on student motivations, goals and attitudes to create personalised, highly engaging 
initiatives that go far beyond traditional ‘core market’-based approaches is one that QS Enrolment Solutions has 
been developing over the past three years, and we believe it provides a template for a shift in international student 
marketing and recruitment that has the potential to ensure the ongoing success of Australian universities in attracting 
and retaining the best and brightest talent from around the world.
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Australia-specific questions
Of respondents considering Australia:

Scores well against competitor markets:

Scores poorly against competitor markets:

How do you rate Australia on these factors?

say safety of destination 
is excellent

say ability to to work 
while studying is 

excellent 

Affordability of course fees and 
living expenses

say country’s attitude to 
international students is 

excellent

52% 42% 48%

62%
59%

23%
25%

11%
13%

58%
57%

52%
48%

44%
43%

42%
39%

37%
36%

35%
30%

27%
23%

21%
21% 13% 22% 13% 31%

17% 33% 16% 13%
22% 31% 13% 11%

17% 24% 14% 18%

22%
27%

27%
27%

10%
10%

6%
7%

33% 24%
28% 24% 6% 4%

19% 21% 9% 12%

28% 22% 5%

29% 20% 5%

30% 19%
29% 18%

28% 15%
24% 14%

26% 13%

2%

2%

3%

3%

4%

4%

4% 3%

2%

3%

4% 2%

Quality of education compared to 
my home country

Country’s attitude to international 
students

 Graduate salaries 

 Affordability of living expenses (e.g. 
accommodation and food)

 International recognition of 
qualifications

 Ability to work while studying

 Availability of scholarships

 I know people in that country

 Teaching quality compared to my 
home country

 Location of university/institution 
of choice

 I want to learn the local language

 Affordability of course fees

 Availability of the course I wanted 
to study

 Exposure to culture/life in 
destination country

 Ease of getting a visa to study

 Safety of destination country

 Post-study visa and work options

 Distance from home country

Excellent Good PoorAbout the same Very poor
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How would you rate the following aspects of universities in your
home country compared to those in Australia? 

Excellent Good PoorAbout the same Very poor

Quality of facilities/buidings

Links with employers (e.g. 
internship opportunities)

Graduate Salaries

Employment rates of graduates

 Subject choice

 Teaching Quality

Academic reputation or ranking

25%

21%

22%

22%

22%

23%

24%

11%

15%

13%

13%

12%

12%

11%

16%

18%

12%

19%

29%

19%

17%

25%

24%

23%

23%

24%

30%

30%

23%

21%

30%

24%

13%

15%

18%
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About QS Enrolment Solutions
QS Enrolment Solutions works with you to transform and future-proof the way you market, acquire, engage, 
convert and retain students through data-driven decision-making processes.

We partner with education institutions globally to achieve true best practice in student acquisition, performance 
monitoring, and student engagement and retention services. Our team has vast education-specific experience 
and is made up of a range of discipline specialists. They’re backed by extensive up-to-date data and analysis, and 
the service we provide is supported by best-practice technology.

By working with us you have access to unrivalled knowledge, insight and experience to help you tackle your 
unique issues. You can make informed decisions and mitigate risks while achieving higher standards of 
performance and significant cost savings.

Like you, we’re not complacent about staying ahead in a highly competitive global education market. We are 
constantly evolving our suite of solutions, giving you the comfort and support to compete effectively, anticipate 
trends and future-proof your strategy. 

QS Enrolment Solutions: incomparable insight, exceptional customer service and transformational outcomes.
Contact us today to learn how QS Enrolment Solutions can help your institution.

Asia
andy.nicol@qs.com / +6012 215 7622
Level 5, Unit 1 Block D (4), Menara TH Sentral, Plaza Sentral  Jalan Stesen Sentral 5, 50470 Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

Australia
hannah.drover@qs.com / +613 9627 4863
Level 2, 452 Flinders Street, Melbourne, VIC 3000, Australia

UK
patrick.whitfield@qs.com / +44 207 250 6627
44 Featherstone Street, London, EC1Y 8RN, United Kingdom
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