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Foreword

QS Enrolment Solutions is proud to release the first piece 

of Asia-Pacific research from the 2017 International 

Student Survey. We will continue to release research and 

insights drawn from the survey throughout the year and 

look forward to working with our partners and the sector 

to share our student insights.

This paper focuses on online study options for 

international students, and what institutions can do to 

better understand the international opportunities in 

online degrees. 

QS Enrolment Solutions’ previous research has consistently 

indicated that the proportion of international students 

interested in studying entirely online hovers around 1 in 

5 students, but there was little research available into the 

reasons why prospective students are attracted to, or put 

off, online degrees from overseas universities.

In conversations with QS Enrolment Solutions’ partner 

institutions, it is clear that there is growing interest 

in developing new online programs for offshore/

international delivery, or extending programs which have 

previously only been offered to domestic students into 

offshore markets.

Universities are looking to diversify their international 

student source markets. They recognise that while 

traditional marketing approaches leveraging agent 

networks, in-country events, institutional partnerships 

and direct student marketing in key countries (typically 

in South and South-East Asia) will continue to drive the 

bulk of international enrolments, there is an enormous 

opportunity to reach a far broader and deeper pool of 

potential students.

QS Enrolment Solutions suggests that as part of building a 

sustainable international growth strategy, developing an 

online offering should be a consideration. But for online 

degrees to contribute to sustainable growth, institutions 

must pay careful attention to student needs as well 

as institutional needs including infrastructure, staffing, 

operational delivery and overall profitability.

Balancing the opportunities and risks of investment in 

greater online delivery capability is largely contingent on 

individual universities’ situations, but this research aims to 

help institutions understand the motivations, objections 

and expectations of prospective international students 

when considering — or not — an online degree. 

Ultimately we believe this research provides a framework 

for universities in Australia and New Zealand in planning 

out how to maximise the opportunity.

Janee Heffernan
Managing Director – QS Enrolment Solutions Australia and 

New Zealand

This year’s survey is by far the largest piece 

of research we have conducted, in terms of number 

of respondents (62,435 globally, of which 45,574 

are considering studying in the APAC region), 

participating institutions (28 in the Asia-Pacific 

region) and the breadth of the survey itself.
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Helen Whitehead
General Manager, Product - RMIT Online

As web infrastructure continues to improve 

internationally, the forecast growth of students 

studying online is projected to be between 6 and 

10% over the next four years.

Industry commentary
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The global education online market is steadily growing with 1.4 billion students currently out of a global population of 7.1 

billion (source: IBIS Capital). This growing trend is reflected in QS Enrolment Solutions first research publication of 2017 

and highlights key insights for those providers that are increasing their online product portfolio. Our opportunity is to 

meet value and channel requirements and continue to listen to student expectations across the end-to-end journey, not 

assuming that one size fits all. 

The decision for an individual to invest in higher education continues to be a lengthy process, with longer lead times than 

house or car purchases. In the online environment, the ease of comparison between providers enables each customer to 

personally aggregate and choose from global options. As peers continue to increase in their role as trusted advisors, the 

value of your student experience is becoming your best sales tool.

Prospective students have highlighted specific focus areas through their feedback to QS Enrolment Solutions. The value of 

segmentation is coupled with improvements to ease and effectiveness.  Flexibility and personalisation will enhance these 

experiences and drive advocacy; the most authentic marketing tool for growth in an increasingly competitive global market.

Executive summary
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Universities in Australia and New Zealand have an opportunity to grow their international student enrolments in online 

degrees, as the level of interest seen amongst prospective students is currently not matched by enrolments. The level of 

interest (22 per cent) seen from international prospective students in online degrees is comparable to the proportion of 

online/distance enrolments in Australia, but this interest is not translating into international student enrolments. 

Because most prospective international students considering studies in the Asia-Pacific region are not considering online 

study, online degrees should not be a replacement for onshore, on-campus degrees, which remain hugely popular, but 

as an opportunity to extend the reach of Australian and New Zealand universities into markets and segments that have 

previously been unreachable.It is important to consider online degrees in the context of prospective international 

students’ broader motivations for studying overseas, and goals following graduation. When choosing a course 

and institution, this research shows that online-interested prospective students aren’t radically different to students 

who want to study onshore and on-campus. However, because studying online serves a more focused set of student 

goals, student decision factors are simpler than for on-campus international students and lean more heavily on 

teaching quality and degree price.

Students are attracted to online degrees because of:

The major specific objections to online degrees are:

The addressable market for online degrees broadly consists of:

• Prospective students in key markets who have been unable to travel overseas to study, due to cost, 

employment, family commitments or visa access. 

• Mid-career professionals hoping to progress within their current career path but unable to relocate.

• Prospective students who would prefer an on-campus/onshore student experience and have been offered 

a place at university but not gone on to enrol. These prospects are ideal for remarketing online degrees to, 

provided a suitable online alternative exists.

Lower cost FlexibilityConvenience 
of studying 

from any 
location

Ability to 
study while 

working

Wanting to live overseas 
while studying

Teaching quality 

1

4

2

5

6

3
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Recommendations
Focus on the people who need an online option

Focus on attracting prospective students who can’t or won’t travel to study due to cost, family or work 

commitments. Targeted recruitment of prospects who have received offers but failed to progress to enrolment 

is one area of potential. Mid-career professionals is another.

Embrace flexibility

These students are fitting study around their lives. Course and unit design, and infrastructure must fully embrace 

and support flexibility across all aspects of the student experience from enquiry to completion.

Going online means more than putting an on-campus degree online

Taking an existing on-campus course and delivering it online is not enough to succeed in a highly connected 

world where prospects and students are used to accessing services and content instantaneously, on-demand, 

from any location and on any device.

Engage online prospects on their terms

It’s important to understand how the needs, goals and expectations of online-interested prospective students 

differ from their on-campus peers, to manage their student journey effectively. Optimise your messaging and 

engagement strategy to focus on what matters to this cohort, and don’t flood them with irrelevant information.

Reduce institutional inertia

To compete with nimble online-only providers and MOOCs, it is vital to streamline student recruitment processes 

and shorten the pipeline from enquiry to commencement.

Quality rules

Quality is the key differentiator for an online degree, and for prospective students it’s their biggest concern. 

Focus on proving the quality of your offering using graduate outcomes, staff qualifications and independent 

rankings and ratings.
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What is the opportunity for
online degrees?
Digital transformation benefits are now well understood

By now, the world is well and truly clued in to the benefits of transforming traditional services businesses to online delivery. 

Education providers, considered as highly specialised service delivery organisations, stand to benefit in the usual ways:

• Reduced reliance on physical infrastructure capacity (classrooms, lecture theatres, on-campus libraries).

• Decoupling service delivery from physical proximity.

• Potential to reduce cost of service delivery, allowing for higher margins and/or lower consumer pricing and 

greater competitiveness globally (noting that moving teaching online is not a guarantee of lower costs).

• Ability to leverage learning technologies developed for onshore/on-campus students and improve student 

experience across all modes.

• Greater agility and potential to scale programs to meet demand.

This is not to say that transformation to online delivery comes without challenges, and there are significant investments 

required to deliver a level of service that meets the high standards of quality that international students demand when 

considering study options.

22% of prospective international students surveyed are interested in 
online degrees 

Online education represents a significant addressable segment that is currently being under-served. While the survey 

results show that full-time, on-campus study remains by far the most popular mode of study for people considering 

studying at universities in Australia and New Zealand, the fact that nearly a quarter of respondents are also interested in 

studying online shows that there is potential for growth in this segment.

The level of interest is divided between those who are Very Interested (9.7 per cent) and those who are Interested 

(12.1 per cent).
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Full-time study Part-time study MOOCs (Massive Open
Online Course-A free
online course without

accrediation)

Blended study (distance
plus full-time or part time

study)

Distance/online study

18.7%

41.8%

30.7%

45.7%10.9%

12.1%

13.5%

15.2%

18.9%

18.4%

23.1%

17.3%

19.7%

27.4%

15.2%
19.7%

12.1%

64.2%

24.1%

12.5% 13.0%

4.1%
4.1%

7.9%

9.7%

How interested are you in the following modes of study?

Not at all interested
More disinterested than interested

Neither interested or disinterested
More interested than disinterested

Very interested

Comparing interest with enrolments

This level of interest is currently not matched by enrolments. This mismatch suggests the market is nascent and there is still 

a valuable opportunity here for APAC institutions to grow their online-only international enrolments. 

QS Enrolment Solutions believes there is a real opportunity to lift offshore international enrolments into online-only 

programs closer into line with domestic levels, which would deliver a significant boost to Australian and New Zealand 

universities.

How does the level of international student enrolment in online degrees compare to domestic students? Unfortunately, 

data on international student enrolments in online degrees in Australia and New Zealand is scarce. The New Zealand 

Department of Education does not publicly provide statistics on online or external delivery programs, for example.

The Australian Department of Education and Training (DET) also does not provide a breakdown of international student 

enrolments in external or online degree programs, but data including domestic enrolments is available and shows that 

22-25 per cent of higher education students in Australia are in online or multi-modal studies. Around 15 per cent of all 

enrolments in Australia are wholly online/distance education.1

1  [Source: DET 2016 First half year Student Summary Tables http://docs.education.gov.au/node/43241;
DET 2015 Student Summary Tables https://docs.education.gov.au/node/41686].
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In other words, the level of interest seen from international prospective students is comparable to actual uptake from 

(predominantly) domestic students.

The proportion of actual enrolments of international students is almost certainly far lower than these figures. Although 

there are many Australian universities offering online degrees to offshore international students, it is clear from QS 

Enrolment Solutions’ enquiry and offer management data that these programs typically operate in small niches and are 

not driving anything like 10 per cent of enrolments.

When we consider:

• current (low) levels of international enrolment in online degrees

• professed level of interest (approximately 1 in 5 prospective international students) 

• current overall levels of participation in online and multi-modal programs in Australian universities (and the level 

of capability this requires) 

it seems clear that there is potential for growth in this segment, for institutions willing to focus on providing the right online 

courses, aimed at fields of study and markets showing high demand, and with the right student experience.

Why do students choose
online degrees?
Online degrees can circumvent the major barriers to international 
student enrolment

Online degrees present an opportunity for universities in the region to re-engage with prospective students who have 

decided not to proceed with their studies, by removing two of the most common barriers to international student 

participation.

The cost of course fees and the cost of living are the top two reasons prospective international students cite as preventing 

them from studying in Australia and New Zealand. 

The fact that cost is also one of the strongest push factors causing prospective students to consider online degrees 

suggests that many prospective students view an online degree as a lower-cost, but less-preferred option.
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Family commitments also play a role, and online degrees again present an opportunity to re-engage prospects with family 

situations that prevent them from relocating to study.

Online fee pricing: risk and reward

The cost of course fees is the single biggest factor stopping prospective international students from enrolling, but online 

course fees typically match those of their on-campus equivalents, so cost of course fees is likely to be just as much of a 

barrier for online-interested prospects as any other prospects. This suggests that there is an opportunity for institutions 

that can profitably deliver online degrees at a slightly lower price point than an equivalent on-campus degree.

Prospective online students can choose a degree from anywhere in the world, and Australian and New Zealand universities 

are competing directly with universities in Europe and the US, so pricing must be considered in the global context. 

From an institutional perspective, there are valid reasons to be wary of engaging in price-based competition, including 

reluctance to undercut the onshore market, wanting to preserve brand premiums against MOOCs and other providers, 

and a desire to market online degrees as being of the same academic and career value, therefore worth the same price, as 

on-campus equivalents.

The reality is that international students see the value of a degree from an Australian or New Zealand university as far more 

than the academic content and the degree you get at the end — and online degrees cannot compete with on-campus 

equivalents in this regard. 

In fact, many universities in the Asia-Pacific region are already engaging in price competition for on-campus offerings, by 

varying means including fee discounting and aggressive use of scholarships.

Because online degrees are competing more directly on quality and price, it is likely that as the online degree market 

matures, price competition becomes more intense (pricing is more elastic than quality for a given institution).

1 - Most
important 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 - Least

important

Cost of course fees

Cost of living

Distance from my home country

Family commitments

I could not meet the entry requirements

I don't know anyone in the country I was
considering

It was too hard to get a visa

Opportunity to work

Quality of education 16.2%

3.8%

9.7%

16.2%

37.7%

6.5%

5.9%

1.3%

2.7%

12.5%

9.6%

16.0%

23.1%

16.0%

8.8%

9.8%

1.6%

2.7%

12.0%

14.3%

16.7%

13.8%

12.8%

8.1%

14.6%

6.0%

1.8%

10.6%

16.3%

12.2%

11.8%

8.4%

13.9%

16.5%

6.2%

4.1%

6.0%

13.4%

16.7%

12.8%

7.8%

15.7%

11.8%

12.2%

3.7%

5.8%

14.0%

9.1%

12.8%

8.0%

10.4%

14.6%

19.3%

6.1%

7.6%

12.3%

9.6%

10.1%

3.4%

10.0%

12.1%

25.4%

9.5%

8.0%

10.6%

6.6%

4.0%

2.0%

12.9%

7.7%

31.2%

17.0%

8.3%

4.8%

3.6%

2.8%

3.6%

12.0%

4.3%

8.6%

51.8%

What were the most important factors in your decision not to study overseas?
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Are current online degree offerings 
meeting student needs?
Online study is about cost, convenience and flexibility

The International Student Survey reveals that the strongest motivating factors for choosing an online degree (compared to 

an onshore, on-campus degree) are:

• cost

• convenience of studying from any location

• flexibility

• ability to study while working.

These reasons are not surprising, but it is worth reiterating that they should form the basis of program design and 

marketing to international prospects. 

Program development must focus on ensuring that this flexibility and location-independence are priorities.

The benchmark for flexibility is shifting

Flexibility is closely linked to the ability to study at any time and in any location, and the benchmark student experience 

here is MOOCs.

Traditional higher education institutions are well positioned to compete with MOOC providers on quality and graduate 

outcomes, but this doesn’t absolve them of the need to be competitive on flexibility and student experience, especially as 

2 3 4 5
6 - Least
important

1 - Most
important

Convenience of studying from any
location

Cost

Flexibility

I can study while working

I  dont need to relocate to gain the benefits
of an overseas degree

I enjoy having access to study materials
online 32.7%

32.7%

8.5%

5.2%

15.3%

5.5%

28.5%

19.9%

16.6%

10.0%

14.4%

10.7%

20.6%

15.7%

24.3%

13.7%

13.1%

12.7%

14.9%

9.4%

24.1%

23.9%

12.3%

15.3%

7.6%

6.6%

18.9%

30.4%

12.2%

24.3%

5.3%

3.0%

14.6%

17.7%

31.2%

28.1%

Why are you interested in studying for an online degree?
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MOOC providers continue to push up the value chain by partnering with established universities to deliver courses ranging 

from single units to fully accredited Master’s degrees.

Crucially, 17 per cent of respondents agree that a MOOC is a good alternative to a full degree, and prospective students are 

more likely to be interested in a MOOC (28 per cent) than a full online degree (22 per cent).

The confronting reality for traditional higher education providers is that students’ expectations for online study experience 

are increasingly defined by the availability of MOOCs and online training providers, which have long used flexibility, 

modularity and low cost as their core value proposition.

MOOC providers have for many years offered “nano-degrees”, “micro-degrees” or similar, focused on offering short, 

focused programs, typically aimed at acquisition of specific professional skills in a short time frame. Students can sign up 

and begin the program usually within a couple of weeks — sometimes in a fully self directed way — and the course design 

is highly modular, allowing the flexibility to pick and choose only the relevant units.

The teaching approach and technology developed for these highly modular short courses is now being adapted into full 

degrees taught in partnership with ‘brick and mortar’ universities, which presents the ‘best of both worlds’ to interested 

students, and is therefore a more serious threat to universities wishing to offer their own online degrees.

Location independence

The desire for location-independence means that the prospective students who want to study online are far less likely to 

want a student visa, are far less beholden to the costs, bureaucratic delays and inconvenience associated with getting a 

student visa, and can therefore be far more decisive about their study options.

This drastically shortens the prospective student pipeline, and offers a clear competitive advantage for institutions with 

clear strategies and effective processes to expedite conversion from enquiry to application, application processing, and 

offer conversion.

The elimination of visa requirements also benefits institutions by removing a layer of uncertainty associated with 

government immigration policies.

Global reach means global timezones

Maximising these advantages means providing technology platforms and course designs that allow students to manage 

their own study goals around the rest of their lives. Maintaining flexibility across multiple global time zones is a significant 

challenge (and one that is not confined to education), particularly in programs that rely on collaborative group work where 

students are working with their peers on assessment tasks.
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Institutions must ensure that they are providing adequate asynchronous collaboration tools and learning materials to 

ensure that students are not disadvantaged by time zones.

Enrolment at online speed

A corollary of shortened pipelines is that prospective students are likely to be far less accepting of institutional delays.

Timeliness becomes even more critical for this segment, because the benchmark for service levels is other online services, 

not just other traditional higher education providers.

Tailor course design to meet online 
students’ needs
Teaching periods

Institutions should consider whether two or even three teaching periods per calendar year is adequate for students 

who are used to consuming media and services online, instantaneously. A long wait between accepting an offer and 

commencing studies gives an immediate impression of institutional rigidity. 

Flexible entry and exit points

Course design plays a major role in allowing flexibility. Accredited degrees cannot offer the same level of modularity as 

MOOCs, but course design should prioritise program structures that provide multiple exit points and flexible choice of 

units where possible.

A common structure for current online degrees aimed at international students is a 1.5 EFTSL Master’s degree, with options 

to exit at 0.5 or 1.0 with a Graduate Certificate or Graduate Diploma.

This gives students the flexibility to exit the program with something to show for it, if their circumstances change. It also 

adds the ability to “try” a program and institution without the major upfront financial commitment of a full master’s degree.

This approach has not been as widely used for undergraduate degrees, but there are examples where universities are 

experimenting with different ways of building a program, for example the University of New England and its ‘bespoke 

degree’ offering, consisting of two-to-four units, awarding a Certificate of Completion.
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Study modes

Prospective international students who say they are interested in online studies are open in their attitudes towards 

different modes of study. Compared to their peers who are not interested in online study, they are slightly less likely to be 

interested in full-time study modes, and far more likely to be interested in part-time, blended study and MOOCs. 

It’s important to note that although prospective students who are interested in online study are less interested in full-time 

study than their peers, full-time study is still their second-preferred mode. These prospective students are not considering 

online study to the exclusion of other modes, rather it is usually an option being considered in addition to other modes.

What are the barriers preventing 
uptake of online degrees?
Students still want real life experience

Online-only students are trading away a great deal of what makes the on-campus student experience so attractive to 

international students, in return for flexibility and access. 

The desire to experience life overseas while studying is the most common explanation as to why prospective international 

students don’t want to study online. Teaching quality is the second most important reason. Out of these two factors, life 

experience overseas simply cannot be addressed by an online degree.

85.4%

45.9%

18.7%
22.1%

78.6%
71.9%

60.2%

70.9%

Full-time study Part-time study MOOCs Blended study

How interested are you in the following modes of study?
(shows % who answered 'interested' or 'very interested')

Disinterested in online study Interested in online study
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Negative perceptions about online teaching quality can be addressed by institutions, therefore demonstrating quality 

becomes even more critical for institutions wanting to manage these. Institutions must be able to demonstrate how the 

quality of an online study experience makes the still-significant cost of course fees worthwhile.

Underneath the headline numbers, there are subtle differences between different cohorts of prospects: undergraduate 

prospects are slightly more likely than postgraduates to want to meet other students, while postgraduates are slightly 

more likely to want access to university facilities. 

However, the overall picture remains consistent: most prospective international students want to live overseas, and they 

are concerned about teaching quality from an online degree.

Wanting to live overseas is closely linked to desired graduate 
outcomes

The desire to live overseas is linked to the prospective international students’ plans after graduation: more than half of all 

prospective international students want to stay in Australia or New Zealand for at least six months after they graduate. This 

provides the opportunity for post-study work experience or further study in their destination country.

Online degrees simply do not meet the needs of these prospects.

1 - Most
important 2 3 4 5

6 - Least
important

I am concerned about teaching quality from
an online degree

I feel like I would be isolated studying online

I want access to the facilities of a university

I want to live overseas while I study

I want to meet other students

Value for money 46.0%

9.5%

12.8%

4.6%

18.3%

8.7%

19.6%

16.6%

17.1%

10.3%

21.3%

15.2%

8.4%

21.8%

13.6%

18.5%

25.5%

12.2%

5.4%

24.3%

10.6%

28.7%

19.8%

11.1%

3.8%

24.3%

11.9%

27.4%

13.9%

18.7%

6.4%

6.5%

33.0%

15.4%

10.7%

27.9%

Why are you not interested in studying for an online degree?

Want to stay for six
months after graduation
to work or study 39% Want to stay

permanently
after graduation 19%
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The challenge for institutions marketing online degrees offshore is linking course content to the desired career outcomes 

in the student’s home country: linking on-campus students with industry and potential employers is not always simple, let 

alone offshore. How can an institution in Adelaide or Auckland be expected to support a student in finding an internship or 

industry-based learning on the other side of the world?

Manage quality concerns proactively

Quality concerns are a factor that institutions can influence.

Prospective international students have quite a broad perception of quality, but they are looking for university rankings 

and ratings, data and proof points on graduate outcomes, and evidence of teaching staff qualifications. 

The challenge for online programs is demonstrating how the university transfers its overall quality into its online programs. 

It is vital for institutions to proactively and specifically demonstrate how the same academic rigour, engagement with 

well-credentialed teaching staff, and graduate outcomes expected from on-campus programs are embedded into online 

degrees, to allay any negative preconceptions.

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

Course awards

Links to industry/ organisations

High entry requirements

Work placements

Face to face teaching hours

Accreditation from industry bodies

Course fees

Course rankings

Student satisfaction scores (as measured by the
governments Student Satisfaction Survey)

Teaching staff

Graduate outcomes (employment rates and salaries)

University rankings

What metrics tell you most about the quality of a course?

1st choice 2nd choice 3rd choice
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Where are the opportunity 
markets for online degrees?
Current pockets of online success show a way forward

Based on QS Enrolment Solutions’ industry research, most successful online degrees currently aimed at offshore students 

share these characteristics:

• usually postgraduate coursework

• students already on an established career trajectory, seeking to progress within their current career

• degree presents a clear outcome in a specific field, often including international accreditation

• degree provides multiple exit points (Graduate Certificate, Graduate Diploma and Master’s degree).

Because these students are likely to be established in their careers, and typically slightly older than the usual target 

demographics for on-campus international students, they are less able to move overseas to study, but they are more likely 

to be able to self-fund the cost of course fees.

Presenting this demographic with high-quality, outcomes-focused degrees at globally competitive prices is the formula for 

growing enrolments.

Online degrees as a market diversification tool

Online degrees have a clear advantage in international markets where students tend to show high interest, but frequently 

fail to convert into enrolments, which as we have seen is most commonly due to cost. 

Methods of identifying these opportunity markets for an institution may include:

• markets of high enquiry volume but low enrolment conversion

• markets of high interest in online study

• markets where students are less likely to be seeking a migration pathway.
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Comparison of interest levels from 
major source countries
Interest in online-only versus blended study

5.7%
6.9%
7.0%
8.0%
8.2%
8.5%
8.7%
8.9%
9.0%
9.2%
9.5%
9.8%
9.9%
10.0%
10.4%
11.1%
11.2%
11.5%
11.9%

16.2%

7.4%
12.1%
12.6%

13.9%
10.7%

13.1%
11.1%

15.4%
16.6%

12.2%
14.8%

13.1%
13.6%

10.4%
12.8%

14.8%
9.7%

12.6%
9.0%

26.2%

0.0% 5.0% 10.0% 15.0% 20.0% 25.0% 30.0% 35.0% 40.0% 45.0%

India
Nepal

United States
Malaysia

Nigeria
Korea, Republic of

Thailand
China

Viet Nam
Hong Kong (SAR China)

Singapore
Taiwan, Province of China

Indonesia
Pakistan
Canada

Kenya
Bangladesh

Sri Lanka
Saudi Arabia

Philippines
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Comparison of interest levels by 
field and level of study
The charts in this section relate to the field of study the prospect is interested in overall, not just for online degrees. Note 

that the majority (79 per cent) of prospects who are interested in online degrees are also interested in full-time, on-campus 

study, which may be their primary consideration when selecting their preferred field of study, so this data should be 

interpreted with care.
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Postgraduate coursework
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Postgraduate research
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Survey methodology
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