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You put a lot of effort into recruiting students from around the world. But if you don’t know who your students are, 

and what they are looking for, you could be wasting time, effort and budget targeting the wrong people with the 

wrong messages.

Profiles and personas can help you understand who your ideal students are and what they are looking for from 

a university – enabling you to better target your efforts and make more effective use of your marketing and 

recruitment resources. However, this is only possible with personas that are both accurate and actionable.

Too many universities spend valuable time and money creating profiles and personas that are, at best, not very 

useful and, at worst, actively misleading.

In this white paper, we’ll answer some common questions around personas, and help you create persona 

documents that accurately reflect what applicants are really looking for.

We’ll also show you how other universities have used student profiles to get more from their marketing budgets, and 

explore how you can reduce risk and diversify your recruitment efforts by finding opportunities in new markets and 

regions.
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What is a persona, and why would you need one?

A persona is a profile detailing what your current or prospective students are like, what they are looking for from a 

university, and how you should target them with marketing and recruitment materials.

For each group of prospective students, you might have a different persona. So, you might have different personas 

to represent students from different educational backgrounds, age groups or geographies. These personas will list 

out the various motivations of each type of person, and the criteria they may use to make decisions.

Once you understand how these different types of potential applicants make decisions, you can begin to tailor your 

messages to their specific criteria – dramatically increasing your chances of engaging them with recruitment activities 

and eventually enrolling them.

For instance, applicants from one country may only be interested in the academic credentials of your university, 

while applicants in other areas may base their decisions primarily on where a university is located – and what kind of 

standard of living they can expect from the local area.

By knowing this type of information, you can better understand how to communicate with your prospective students, 

and improve your recruitment outcomes. It also means you can avoid focusing on ineffective messages, saving 

valuable marketing resources and improving the ROI of your recruitment budget.

With accurate, actionable personas, you can make it easier to meet – and even exceed – your international 

recruitment targets.
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What information should a student persona contain?

The aim of a persona is to develop an insightful profile of your prospective applicants – and what they are looking for 

in a university. To do this, a persona must bring your applicants to life, and give as much information as possible so 

you can target your recruitment activities effectively. 

Some will try to do this by creating personas that offer a portrait of an actual living person: “This is Li Na, she’s the 

daughter of Zhang Wei and Li Jing. She loves the outdoors and her pet Labrador, Meyli, etc.”

While this can provide a vivid picture of a specific type of student, it doesn’t always do so in an actionable way. 

So, what should a persona include? And what data should be in it to ensure you can properly target your future 

recruitment?

At a top level, your personas should include:

A general profile  – What overarching demographic does this person fit into? What’s their age, gender, country (and 

potentially area) of residence? What are their general attitudes and interests?

Education goals – What do they want to get out of university? What are their long-term ambitions? What are their 

must-haves, like-to-haves, and don’t-cares?

Barriers – What will stop them choosing your university? Is cost a factor? Is the course right? Is the location a match 

for their preferences?

Where you fit in – How do you stack up against their requirements? What can you offer them that other 

universities can’t? 

How you compete – How are you different from others in their consideration set? What strengths can you offer?

By ensuring your personas include this level of detail, you can get a well-rounded, actionable persona – and truly 

refine your messaging and recruitment strategy.
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How do you assess your current strengths?

Assessing your current strengths, and how they might compare to what potential applicants are looking for, is an 

important part of building your personas.

You’d think this would be the easy part of the process, but truly understanding your current strengths as a university 

can be a challenge. While you probably know a great deal about your university, getting an accurate, realistic picture 

of your institution’s strengths and weaknesses often won’t be possible when you’re viewing it from the inside.

So, how do you get a true picture of your current strengths? Your existing student base is the best place to start. 

Current students and alumni can offer a wealth of information on what you currently do well, and what might need 

improvement.

By conducting online surveys, you can get students and alumni to score you on a range of key criteria that will help 

identify your strengths and weaknesses. But if you try and conduct a survey yourself, you may find you ask biased or 

leading questions based on your existing knowledge of your institution.

Though it can be more expensive, hiring an external organisation to conduct a student survey ensures you get a 

more impartial, accurate and neutral picture of how students feel about your institution. 

And if you work with an agency with expertise in the education sector, they will be best placed to benchmark 

responses against other universities – providing you with a broader and deeper understanding of your university’s 

position compared to others in the market.

Even with an external agency helping you conduct your survey, research is still inherently a rear-view exercise. Your 

survey will inform you about your current situation, but it won’t necessarily help you work out how to make positive 

steps in the future.

Conducting your survey shouldn’t be just about understanding core strengths – it should also be about finding 

unrealised gaps and previously hidden opportunities. This is another area where a third-party partner can help, 

especially if they have the industry expertise to turn your survey results into valuable insights about how to move 

forward.
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How do you develop an accurate persona?

Once you’ve done your research, you’ll better understand the key factors that make your university attractive for 

current students. But how do you translate this into personas that can help you get more of the students you want 

to attract?

The first thing is to look at creating personas around your key recruitment objectives. The exact number of personas 

you’ll need to create will depend on how far you are casting the net in your efforts to recruit internationally, and how 

many different audiences you want to specifically target to meet your recruitment goals.

Alternatively, using K-means clustering can help you identify the optimal number of sufficiently differentiated profiles 

based on your available data, without having so many that they become ineffective.

Once you know how many personas you want to create, you should begin matching these to specific recruitment 

goals. So, for example, you may have a focus on recruiting more international students to your science faculty or to 

study international business. In this case, your task will be creating a persona for each of these goals.

While the available data may enable you to create a persona for every faculty or course, that is unlikely to be of much 

practical use. Having too many personas will only serve to dilute your recruitment efforts and shift your focus away 

from your core goals.

Once you’ve defined a realistic set of recruitment objectives, it’s time to start creating personas around them. By 

matching different goals and personas against the key strengths and weaknesses identified in your research, you’ll 

start to build up a picture of what messages to emphasise to different audiences. Combined with other general 

profile data, you can start to get a picture of your ideal applicants – and what you can say to them to maximise 

engagement.

However, even with a picture of your ideal applicant, you still only have a single piece of the puzzle. To turn these 

personas from interesting pen pictures into actionable recruitment insights, ideally you should match them with real-

world data.
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How do you merge personas with real-world data?

Without hard data to back them up, it’s all too easy for personas to become little more than assumptions. By 

matching the data of your personas to target markets and segments that exist across the world, you can significantly 

increase their value.

There are plenty of ways to go about merging your personas with real-world data. For many universities, data from 

the government or education agencies will be their go-to method of getting data for their personas.

While these studies are insightful and critical to understanding student behaviours, it’s important to understand 

the limitations of any data set. Many student surveys will only present a historical view of students. In the case of 

government or education department data, it is also often released quite late, providing data on students from the 

previous academic year. This is still significant and important, but when so much can happen in a year, using last 

year’s data could mean your personas are out of date before you’ve even finished defining them.

At QS Enrolment Solutions, we use our own International Student Survey data when working with universities to 

develop their personas. As it collects data from students and applicants during the pre-enrolment stage, it offers 

current, up-to-date data that is representative of what applicants today are looking for from a university.

With insights into 62,000 students from over 197 countries, our International Student Survey helps us align 

universities’ personas with five critical factors students consider when picking a university:

 » Cost and practicalities

 » Graduate outcomes

 » Lifestyle and experience

 » Teaching quality

 » University brand

When we work with universities to develop personas, these factors are also included in our primary research. That 

way, we can look at a university’s specific personas and match them to actual student personas from around the 

world. 

Not only can this help you target recruitment activities with greater precision, it can also help you identify alternative 

recruitment markets that are a strong fit for your institution. With new markets to move into, you can diversify 

beyond your existing recruitment strategy and reduce the risk of external factors impacting any single market and 

decreasing your recruitment figures.
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For instance, we might find that your most prominent persona can be found in greater abundance in the US, Sweden 

and Russia, and will be most receptive to messages around graduate outcomes and teaching quality. On the other 

hand, your second most prominent persona may be more prevalent in India, Finland and South Korea, and will 

respond better to messages focused on cost of living and university brand.

Once we’ve identified these different recruitment markets and what they’re looking for, we can help you develop the 

specific messages and marketing channel approaches that will deliver the most efficient outcomes. 

With these specific marketing tactics, techniques and messages you can enhance recruitment, and achieve better 

results with fewer resources. Without these real-world facts and contexts, you may find that your personas only get 

you part of the way to your final objectives, leaving you struggling to find students that are the right fit for you.
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About QS Enrolment Solutions

With offices in Australia, Malaysia and the UK, QS Enrolment Solutions is a global market leader in research and 

understanding of international and domestic students. Each year we deal with hundreds of thousands of students 

globally, giving us a unique insight into the student recruitment market. Our research, strategy, enquiry, admissions 

and enrolment services mean we have hands-on experience of the obstacles and opportunities within specific 

countries and regions, helping clients mitigate risk, benefit from our existing relationships, and build sustainable 

recruitment strategies in an increasingly complex marketplace.

For more information visit www.qs-enrolmentsolutions.com

QS Enrolment Solutions also manages and publishes one of the world’s largest pre-enrolment international student 

research initiatives – the International Student Survey – examining the views, motivations and goals of international 

students. We transform the large volumes of data from this research into practical insights, enabling our clients to 

compete globally and maximise student recruitment. In 2017, the survey reached over 62,000 students across 197 

countries.

You can download a free copy of the accompanying report at www.internationalstudentsurvey.com

http://www.qs-enrolmentsolutions.com
http://www.internationalstudentsurvey.com

