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About the UK Domestic Student Survey
The Domestic Student Survey is the first of its kind to understand the decision making criteria that UK students
consider when deciding which university they enrol at.

Key facts

 Set up to provide a UK domestic equivalent of QS Enrolment Solutions’				
International Student Survey
 Survey created with input from HELOA members
 Sent to registered users of TheStudentRoom.co.uk
 Survey was open between November and December 2017
 Received over 1,800 responses
 Majority of respondents aged 16-18 (97%)
 Representative geographical spread with a focus on London and South East (39%)
Concurrent with UCAS 2018 data which suggests 37% of applicants come from one of these two regions
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Introduction from Patrick Whitfield, 			
Director - UK & Europe, QS Enrolment Solutions

British universities are world renowned for their quality of education and developing graduates that our economy
and society needs. With driving up quality, increasing choice and ensuring value for money at the heart of the
Government’s recently announced major review of post-18 education, we at QS Enrolment Solutions have an
opportunity as a key partner to the sector to improve the current system and the experience of our students. This
significant moment for the sector is a chance to improve the UK’s competitiveness and shape the future of higher
education here in the UK.
Throughout the last 5 years of publishing our annual International Student Survey, we have built up a significant
amount of insight into the interests and behaviours of international students. We now turn our attention to domestic
students at a time when higher education in the UK is facing strategic issues — from the effects of Brexit to the
legitimacy challenges that surround debates on value for money. With around 80% of students in HE in the UK being
from the UK, such challenges have the potential to impact the UK’s competitiveness in the ever-expanding global
higher education market.
Now is a crucial time to understand these dynamics and work to maintain the UK’s status as a top global study
destination for domestic and international students alike. The insights outlined in this report provide a deeper
understanding of these changing dynamics and the response the higher education sector can take to help turn
challenges into opportunities.
We’ve found that the US, Canada and Australia are the most popular alternative countries for domestic students,
and reasons for wanting to study overseas include cost and a desire to experience a different lifestyle. Whilst
international experiences in higher education should be encouraged, competitor markets and prospective students’
decision making requires greater attention as the higher education market develops to become even more mobile
and internationalised.
With assessments of teaching quality a determining factor in decision making, research from our Domestic Student
Survey has highlighted that the Teaching Excellence Framework has the potential to be one of the most influential
factors in the student decision making process. We believe that more can be done to ensure that we communicate
how the ratings are calculated to ensure students understand exactly what is being measured so they can use the
results in an informed way.
We also found that there is significant market potential for universities to offer integrated undergraduate and
master’s degrees to prospective students. While the concept is still in its infancy in terms of awareness, there may
be potential to further improve their appeal in the future as awareness grows and universities look at new ways to
develop what they offer students.
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Our research identified actions that universities can take to attract students, from continuing to invest in printed
prospectuses to seeing open days as a pivotal tool for recruiting students.
Higher education plays an important role in the economy, society and in nurturing generations to come. We believe
it’s crucial this continues and that students feel they’re receiving value for money. Universities need to actively
respond to the changing global dynamics and we at QS Enrolment Solutions will continue to play our part in
providing insights and solutions, supporting the sector.
On behalf of QS Enrolment Solutions, I would like to express my gratitude and thanks to HELOA for their invaluable
input and support in the creation of this survey.
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Foreword from Rebecca Hollington,			
HELOA UK Vice-Chair (Partnerships)

The UK higher education sector is a rapidly changing and ever challenging sector and it is now more important
than ever for those representing the sector to understand key factors that contribute towards a student’s decision
to study at undergraduate level and beyond. In the current ‘noise’ of the sector it can be easy to lose sight of our
primary purpose, to help students make informed decisions. Fundamentally, we need to be listening to students to
best understand how to help them navigate such a shifting landscape.
My career in UK higher education has seen significant change and it has become progressively more problematic
to keep abreast of all of the various sector changes, current and future, and how these impact on the prospective
student. It is for this reason I became a member of HELOA, the professional association for access, recruitment,
and outreach staff in higher education. The association brings together higher education professionals who are
committed to encouraging high standards in the support we provide to prospective students, their families and
advisers. Through the association we share good practice, provide context to the impacts of policy changes in the
sector, as well as provide opportunities for members to get involved in training and skills development.
We work closely with key organisations in the sector to provide sector expertise and insight, and as a result, we were
approached by QS Enrolment Solutions to collaboratively develop a student survey focusing on the domestic market.
As an association, HELOA felt that the work and research undertaken by QS Enrolment Solutions on the International
Student Survey was invaluable in understanding students, and that this expertise could be extended to the Domestic
market.
HELOA formed a project team made of volunteer members to represent the voice of the association. As project lead
for HELOA, I worked closely with Paul Raybould and his team at QS Enrolment Solutions to canvass HELOA members
on burning topics to explore. QS Enrolment Solutions’ expertise in developing and delivering surveys to provide
sector insight was instrumental in compounding our numerous questions and delivering a concise and data rich
result. Results of the survey were delivered at our HELOA Annual Conference in January of this year, and feedback
from attendees was extremely positive, with the association keen to see this survey and our ongoing collaboration
develop in the future. It is this experience that encouraged me to assume the role of HELOA UK Vice-Chair
(Partnerships) and to further develop our collaborative working across the sector with a variety of organisations
sharing our values and mission. In an ever competitive sector, it is our nature of collaboration and partnership
that sees us continue to keep students at the heart of everything we do. With this in mind, I am very much looking
forward to continuing our work with QS Enrolment Solutions and the future development of this survey.
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Recommendations
(1) The TEF has the potential to be one of the most influential factors in the student decision making
process, but universities need to improve prospective student’s understanding of the TEF
For prospective students that are aware of the TEF, the Gold, Silver or Bronze ratings are recognised as the best
indicator of teaching quality at a given institution. However, 76% of prospective students agree that the TEF hasn’t
been well explained to them. This is by far the most prevailing attitude when it comes to the TEF, with only 34%
currently agreeing it’s the best way of understanding teaching quality. Therefore, if awareness of the TEF rises (as it’s
predicted to in the future), then we would expect its impact to similarly increase. Teaching quality is one of the most
important factors for prospective students when deciding on their course and university, which in turn puts the TEF
ratings at the heart of the decision making process. Universities need to communicate how the ratings are calculated
to ensure students understand exactly what is being measured so they can use the results in an informed way.

(2) Despite the increasing use of online resources for prospective students, printed prospectuses
continue to be preferred over digital prospectuses
Prospective students like to compare prospectuses from different universities and having physical copies helps
them to do this more easily than if they were in a digital format. Furthermore, prospective students who have
already decided on their subject are more likely to use prospectuses as they feel they’re closer to making a final
decision on their choices of university on their application. Universities should continue to invest in printed versions
of prospectuses as they continue to influence students’ decision making in a significant manner. In future versions
of the Domestic Student Survey, QS Enrolment Solutions will seek to understand the value of different parts of
university printed prospectuses to provide further guidance and insights.

(3) Open days continue to play a pivotal role in the decision making process for prospective students
Open days are seen by many students as the biggest source for gathering information about a given university.
However, it’s worth bearing in mind that for many who attend an open day, most of these will have already decided
on their course or subject. This could have potentially important implications for how open days are structured.
Evidence shows that students plan to attend multiple open days, and 76% claim that an open day has changed their
choice of university, emphasising the power of this important recruitment tool.

(4) Email remains the most important channel for prospective students and universities must equip
themselves to provide a rapid response and regular communication
Nearly three-quarters of prospective students prefer email contact over other methods at all stages of the enrolment
journey. Furthermore, the majority expect at least weekly communication from universities (this applies across all
stages of the student journey). Universities should utilise marketing automation software as a way to manage large
volumes of campaigns in an increasingly time-sensitive and personalised way. Such systems enable universities to
UK Domestic Student Survey 2018 | From Enquiry to Enrolment
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create nurture streams of differing communication frequency depending upon a prospective student’s response rate
to communications, rather than a ‘one size fits all’ approach.

(5) There is significant market potential for universities to offer integrated undergraduate and master’s
degrees to prospective students
Nearly two-thirds of prospective students would consider an integrated master’s degree, showing that there is
definite interest in the market for this. While the concept is still in its infancy in terms of awareness, there may be
potential to further improve its appeal in the future as awareness grows. Given that integrated degrees already
appear to be an attractive proposition to prospective students, universities should be looking at ways to develop
these proposals to help students feel they are receiving value for money.

8
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Section 1 – UK domestic student decision making process				
and information gathering
Decision making funnel
One element which we place a great deal of importance on, is the order in which prospective students decide
on their country, course, subject, town and university. This is important, as we can then identify their information
gathering habits at each stage.
Typically, students first choose the country they want to study in. For a UK domestic audience, 74% first decide on
country: these people typically only consider UK institutions and rarely look to consider studying overseas. They will
then go on to choose their preferred subject and course, before deciding on the location and institution. Given that
the differences between subject and course, and city and university are relatively minor, it’s a fair assumption that
these decision making processes are happening at the same time.

Please choose the option that best describes your stage in the decision making process
Percentage of respondents who have decided on each stage

Decision making funnel: to be included in next stage, respondents must ﬁrst have decided on previous stage
Decided country

74.0%

Decided subject

57.0%

Decided course
Decided town/city
Decided university

49.0%
19.0%
15.0%

Interestingly, this means that around a quarter of prospective UK domestic students initially consider studying
overseas. For this audience the US, Canada and Australia are the most popular alternative countries, and the
reasons for wanting to study overseas include cost and a desire to experience a different lifestyle and culture.
This is something which will be monitored going forwards to assess if overseas markets are a growing threat to UK
domestic student recruitment.
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Which of the following countries/regions are you or might you consider studying in?
Percentage answering yes for each country, high to low

 “I like the lifestyle, they have a low cost of living, I enjoyed the country when I visited, the university fees are lower,
studying in that country gives me a better chance of living there permanently”.
 “Different cultures, or experiences. The chance to learn the language - or learn somewhere that also speaks
English but isn’t the UK”.
 “To experience new things and gain a new sense of independence”.

Sources of information and influence
There are clear differences in the information sources that prospective students are using depending upon their
stage in the decision making process.
We presented respondents with a list of 20 potential information sources covering a broad range of areas. For
those who haven’t yet decided on their subject, they tend to be earlier in the application process. As a result, they’re
more likely to look to people or individuals who can give them advice such as school staff or family other than their
parents.

10
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Use of information sources split by decided on subject and those undecided on subject
Percentage of respondents claiming to use each source
56.1%
49.6%

46.8%
36.8%

48.8%

38.6%

36.2%

School / college teacher(s) School / college
careers advisor

44.7%
33.6%

30.7%

UCAS event / exhibition Higher education event /
held within your school exhibition (excluding
UCAS event)

Family (not parents)

However, for those students who are further along the decision making process, they have a higher likelihood to rely
on open days and published guides for information. They’re also more likely to use league tables and rankings where
they can directly compare universities.

Use of information sources split by decided on subject and those undecided on subject
Percentage of respondents claiming to use each source
78.4%
72.7%
67.1%

63.8%

67.9%
58.5%

63.5%

62.2%
50.8%
44.7%

University open days

University websites

League tables and
rankings

Published
'University Guide'

University printed
prospectus

This trend follows similar patterns across age lines as well. 17 and 18 year old prospective students are more likely
to be further along the decision making process. As such they’re more likely to be using open days and published
university guides where they can compare universities. The younger the prospective student, the more likely they are
to be going to those who can offer advice, such as careers advisors or UCAS events.
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Use of information sources split by 16, 17 and 18 year olds
Percentage of respondents claiming to use each source
81%
73%
66%

66%
52%

58%

54%

50%
42%
35%

33%

University open days

Published 'University Guide'

School / college
careers advisor

33%

UCAS event / exhibition held
within your school

At an overall level, open days are the most important information source for prospective students in deciding which
university they go to, however university websites are also an important source of information.

Which of the following have you / will you use to help you choose a university?
Percentage of respondents claiming to use each source
University open days
University websites
UCAS website
League tables and rankings
Online forum
Published 'University Guide'
University printed prospectus
School / college teacher(s)
Friends
School / college careers advisor
UCAS event / exhibition held within your school
UCAS event / exhibition NOT held within your school
Which? University
Higher education event / exhibition
Family (not parents)
Parents
Unistats / Key Information Set (KIS)
Social media proﬁles / accounts of universities
TopUniversities
Unifrog

18.6%
17.0%
14.2%

47.5%
43.5%
38.8%
38.2%
37.1%
37.0%
35.3%
31.6%
28.6%
24.5%

72.1%
67.4%
63.0%
62.6%
58.2%
57.5%
54.9%

One point which is important to note is that parents aren’t seen as an important source of information when making
these decisions. Of the 20 options presented to prospective students, parents were number 16 in the list. However
we do know from the International Student Survey that prospective students are likely to play down the influence
that parents have, so this number should be treated with caution.
On the reverse side of this, we also asked prospective students if anyone had dissuaded them from going to a
particular university. Whilst the majority claim that no-one has stopped them applying, a significant minority (19%)
claimed that their parents had persuaded them not to go to a specific university. So it seems that parents aren’t seen
as influencers unless it’s in a more negative sense.
12
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Has anyone persuaded you not to go to a speciﬁc university?
Percentage of respondents claiming each group
No-one

66.2%

Parents

18.6%

Friends

11.4%

Family (not parents)

8.1%

Teacher
Career Advisor

7.6%
3.6%

Those who had been dissuaded were asked to specify why that was. Many of the responses focused on the fact
that their parents questioned the reputation of the city or reported a negative experience on the open day, and
highlighted the distance of their chosen university from home.
 “They visited the university that I was looking at and returned with an appalling review of the establishment”.
 “They said that one university would be an unwelcoming city and I wouldn’t be suited there”.
 “They didn’t want to lose contact with me/ wanted me to go to a university closer to home so I could visit them
more”.
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Section 2 – Teaching quality and the TEF
How do prospective UK domestic students judge teaching quality
As the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) expands to include degree courses by 2020, it’s clear that teaching
quality will come under increasing amounts of scrutiny for universities in the future.
We asked prospective UK domestic students how they gauge teaching quality. What we found was that ‘its students
achieve good results in their degree’ emerged as the biggest indicator of high quality teaching. This suggests that
prospective students don’t fully understand how degree awarding systems work in comparison to schools, and
may be a consequence of their focus on grades whilst taking their A-level exams. Other factors which were deemed
important in evaluating teaching quality included ‘high future employment or further study rates’ and ‘high rankings
in independent league tables’. Interestingly, TEF ratings were the third most important factor overall, however we will
revisit this figure as we believe this is a function of relatively low awareness of the TEF in its early stages.

What factors indicate to you that a university provides high quality teaching?
Metrics by inﬂuence where 1 = highest and 16 = lowest inﬂuence
Its students achieve good results in their degree
High graduate employment or further study rates
High rankings in independent league tables
High student satisfaction levels in the National Student Survey
Membership of the 'Russell Group
The teaching staﬀ it employs
TEF (Teaching Excellence Framework) ratings
Receives industry recognition or certiﬁcations
High volume of face-to-face teaching hours
Up-to-date technology
Small class sizes
Organises work placements as part of its courses
Responds quickly to my enquiries / emails
Its students win awards
It provides online learning
It is a 'Modern' university

1,539
1,326

2,625
2,484

5,651
5,420
5,207
4,916
4,770
4,522
4,392
3,877

7,535
6,987

9,823
9,299

* Rank score is an aggregate score calculated from all rankings; a higher score indicates that an item was generally ranked higher

Teaching staff is only the seventh most important factor when it comes to judging teaching quality. This sits
in contrast to the work that QS Enrolment Solutions has done on the International Student Survey (www.
internationalstudentsurvey.com) which shows that prospective international students see an institution’s teaching
staff as the biggest indicator of teaching quality.
As a follow up, we asked prospective students what they thought were the biggest indicators that a lecturer provided
excellent teaching. These findings revolved less around recognition in the form of awards or that the lecturer came
from a university with ‘prestige’, and more around the teacher being able to engage their students in the subject they
teach and getting positive feedback from existing or previous. 81% claimed that being passionate about the subject
they teach was one of the biggest indicators, with 57% citing high satisfaction scores from students and 52% citing
positive reviews from previous students. By contrast, only 10% of prospective students thought that having studied
at a ‘prestigious university’ or having won industry awards were indicators of quality teaching from a lecturer.

14
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Which of the following are the four biggest indicators that a teacher or lecturer provides
excellent teaching?
Percentage of respondents identifying each factor among their top four reasons
They are passionate about the subject they teach
They get high satisfaction scores from their students
They have positive reviews from previous students
They make it clear what is needed to pass the course
They have impressive real-world experience
They have a strong reputation for research
They use multimedia and interactive teaching methods
They achieved high grades in the qualiﬁcations they studied
They have won teaching awards
They have been teaching for a long time
They have won industry awards
They studied at a prestigious university

81.1%
57.4%
51.9%
43.8%
39.9%
25.9%
22.3%
20.7%
18.1%
12.9%
10.3%
9.8%

Awareness of the Teaching Excellence Framework and its potential future impact
Following the introduction of TEF ratings, we wanted to measure how important students see these in assessing
teaching quality. If we limit the sample only to those who claimed to already be aware of the TEF, then TEF ratings are
the third most important factor in judging teaching quality overall. TEF ratings are considered to be more important
than student satisfaction and membership of the Russell Group. This is significant, if awareness of the TEF grows (as
it’s predicted to do in the future once it becomes more established), then its impact on prospective student decision
making could become even more influential.

What factors indicate to you that a university provides high quality teaching?
(All aware of TEF)
Metrics by inﬂuence where 1 = highest and 16 = lowest inﬂuence
Its students achieve good results in their degree
High graduate employment or further study rates
TEF (Teaching Excellence Framework) ratings
High rankings in independent league tables
High student satisfaction levels in the National Student Survey
Receives industry recognition or certiﬁcations
The teaching staﬀ it employs
Membership of the 'Russell Group
High volume of face-to-face teaching hours
Small class sizes
Up-to-date technology
Organises work placements as part of its courses
Responds quickly to my enquiries / emails
Its students win awards
It provides online learning
It is a 'Modern' university

585
514

1,131
1,062

2,070
1,908
1,789
1,696

2,564
2,401
2,392

3,291
3,208

4,141
4,038
3,805

* Rank score is an aggregate score calculated from all rankings; a higher score indicates that an item was generally ranked higher

Currently, just under half (46%) of prospective students are aware of the TEF, suggesting its impact has the
potential to grow as awareness increases in the future. Awareness is currently more than twice as high amongst
the UK domestic audience compared to prospective international students. Only 22% of international enquirers
looking at UK universities are aware of the TEF, which suggests there is more work needed to grow awareness and
understanding at a global level.
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Have you heard of the Teaching Excellence Framework?
Percentage of UK domestic students saying ‘Yes’

Percentage of international students saying ‘Yes’

46%

22%

How the TEF ratings are used in the decision making process
Whilst it’s clear that for many, the TEF ratings are a vital tool in judging teaching quality and that its impact has the
potential to grow further in years to come, there are still certain limitations using it as a metric.
76% of prospective students agree that the TEF hasn’t been well explained to them. This is by far the most prevailing
attitude when it comes to the TEF, with only 34% currently agreeing it is the best way of understanding teaching
quality.

Do you agree or disagree with the following statements?
Percentage of respondents

Strongly agree

The TEF has not been well
explained to students

The TEF is the best way of
understanding teaching quality

Agree

Neither agree nor disagree

35%

7%

41%

27%

Disagree

Strongly disagree

14%

49%

9% 2%

15%

2%

This reflects what we found in the free-text comment section on the TEF, where many were positive about the
potential for a metric that enables them to compare quality across institutions, however questions remained about
what factors are used to measure teaching quality:
 “I have seen TEF gold rankings from most universities but don’t really understand what they signify. I am more
likely to assume good teaching quality from higher ranking universities because of my general distrust of checks
like TEF because I believe lower ranked universities would be more interested in getting a good score so might
push the faculty to prepare unnecessarily or give an inaccurate impression.”
 “Haven’t seen much information on how awards are decided- what criteria need to be met and such.”
 “I believe that TEF needs to be explained to students at colleges, because like myself, many do not fully
understand how it shows the quality of each course.”

16
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So it seems clear that there is still a degree of confusion with TEF ratings and how these relate to overall rankings in
league tables. We asked prospective students to choose between a university with either a Gold, Silver or Bronze TEF
rating against a university ranked 25th or higher in the UK. 67% of UK domestic students chose a Gold rating over a
high ranking, compared to 33% for a Silver rating and only 10% for a Bronze rating. Furthermore, while prospective
international students are less likely to be aware of the TEF itself, the proposition of a standardised metric to judge
teaching quality holds real appeal, as they are more likely to choose a ‘silver-rated’ university than UK domestic
students.

When picking a university, which of the following would you be more likely to choose?
Percentage of respondents selecting each option

A university with a gold TEF rating vs A university ranked 25th or higher
All domestic
respondents

67%

33%

A university with a silver TEF rating vs A university ranked 25th or higher
All domestic
respondents

33%

67%

A university with a bronze TEF rating vs A university ranked 25th or higher
All domestic
respondents

10%

90%
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Section 3 – Importance of factors when choosing a course and university
Which factors are most important when choosing a course?
We’ve seen how prospective students judge teaching quality, the following section will look at the role it plays when
students come to choosing a course and ultimately a university.
When choosing a course, one of the most important elements to prospective students are indicators of high quality
teaching. This is broadly consistent with the trends observed in the International Student Survey, however as we
have already seen, UK domestic students use different indicators to gauge teaching quality, as well as placing a
higher emphasis on how likely they are to meet the entry criteria, compared to international students.

What ﬁve things are most important to you when choosing a course?
Metrics by inﬂuence where 1 = highest and 5 = lowest inﬂuence
The course oﬀers high quality teaching
It is speciﬁc to the industry / job I want to work in
It has a good reputation
I am likely to meet the entry requirements
It has a high graduate employment rate
It is well-ranked
It has high student satisfaction scores from the NSS
I will be studying with like-minded people
It includes a work placement
It provides opportunities to spend time studying abroad
It has industry or other accreditation(s)
It has a high volume of face to face teaching hours
The ratio of academic to practical work
Cost of course fees
The ratio of exams to coursework
It was recommended to me
It has ﬂexible hours and delivery

199
195

619
576
500
446
400

810

1,178
1,041
991

1,990
1,963
1,885
1,809
1,704

2,716

* Rank score is an aggregate score calculated from all rankings; a higher score indicates that an item was generally ranked higher

In our initial discussions with HELOA members, there was interest in measuring whether prospective undergraduate
students are considering postgraduate degrees at the same time. What we found was that when choosing a course
for their undergraduate degree, nearly two-thirds will also be considering postgraduate courses.

Are you considering a postgraduate degree at the same time as your undergraduate degree?
Percentage of respondents saying ‘Yes’

65%

Furthermore, of those who consider postgraduate courses, a further 64% would consider an integrated master’s
degree, showing that there is definite interest in the market for this. By contrast, when we asked respondents
whether they thought fast-track degrees were as good as traditional length degrees, only 18% agreed that this was

18
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the case. It’s important to acknowledge that fast-track degrees are still in their infancy in terms of awareness and
may have potential to improve their appeal in the future as awareness grows. However, for now it would appear that
integrated degrees are a far more attractive proposition to prospective students.

How important are entry requirements to prospective students?
The ability to meet the entry requirements of a course is an important factor for prospective students. To follow up,
we asked prospective students a series of questions regarding their attitudes towards entry requirements and fees.
A number of respondents felt that entry requirements were closely related to the quality of both the course they
were applying to and the university itself. 64% felt that entry requirements indicated the quality of the university with
63% saying the same for the quality of the course.
However, prospective students were slightly more polarised on the issue of whether tuition fees should be linked to
the quality of the course. 53% agreed that there should be some correlation, with the remainder either unsure or
disagreeing with this proposition. However caution should be exercised when interpreting answers related to fees,
as students will always downplay responses that might be perceived as agreement to increase prices in future.

Which of the following statements do you agree or disagree with?
Percentage of respondents
Completely agree

Mostly agree

Higher entry requirements indicate that
a university is of better quality
Entrance requirements are an indication
of the quality of the course

Neither / unsure

15%

Completely disagree

49%

12%

Tuition fees should be linked to
the quality of a course

Mostly disagree

50%

22%

31%

23%

19%

12%

6%

20%

13%

5%

13%

11%

Given the heightened focus on entry requirements from the Government recently and the increasing number
of unconditional offers made to prospective students, this is a highly important issue. We’ve already seen that
prospective UK domestic students place a great deal of importance on being able to ‘meet the entry criteria’ when
choosing a university (more so than prospective international students). In addition to this, 57% of respondents
agree that they’re likely to go to the university that offers the highest entry requirements, reinforcing the idea that
they’re important when it comes to decision making for prospective students.

Which of the following statements do you agree or disagree with?
Percentage of respondents
Completely agree

Mostly agree

I'm likely to go to university that oﬀers
me highest entry requirements

19%

Neither / unsure

38%

Mostly disagree

Completely disagree

26%

13%

5%
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Which factors are most important when choosing a university?
We see a similar trend when prospective students are choosing a university, in that teaching quality is seen as
the most important factor overall. The second most important factor is that prospective students have visited the
university and liked it, which reinforces our findings that for prospective students open days were seen as a vital tool
in gathering information and comparing different universities.

What ﬁve things are most important to you when choosing a university?
Metrics by inﬂuence where 1 = highest and 5 = lowest inﬂuence
It oﬀers high quality teaching
I have visited the university and liked it
It has excellent facilities
It is well-ranked
I am likely to be able to meet the entry criteria
It's a member of the Russell Group
It has a high graduate employment rate
It has an aﬀordable cost of living
It has high student satisfaction scores from the NSS
It has a good careers service and links with employers
I can get a place in the university accommodation
It oﬀers bursaries or other ﬁnancial incentives
It oﬀers a good variety of support services
The website / prospectus made the university appealing
It's close to home
Able to make friends with people from diﬀerent backgrounds
It's far away from home
It has a prestigious brand
It has links with overseas universities

554
547
545
518
511
500
457
380
361

753

942
890

1,246
1,236
1,207

1,449

1,661

1,887

2,261

* Rank score is an aggregate score calculated from all rankings; a higher score indicates that an item was generally ranked higher

What role do prospectuses play in the decision making process?
Prospectuses are a vital information source for prospective students when deciding where to go to university.
They’re the seventh most popular information source (ahead of teachers, advisors and family) and fewer than one
in ten claim that they won’t use or request a prospectus from any university. However, printed prospectuses are
far more popular than online versions with just under two-thirds already having or intending to request a printed
prospectus.

Have you or will you request a prospectus from any universities?

Percentage of respondents saying ‘printed prospectus’ Percentage of respondents saying ‘digital prospectus’

65%

36%

Typically, those students further along in their decision-making journey have a slightly higher likelihood to request
a printed prospectus. The main reason for this is that it’s seen as easier to view and compare against prospectuses
from other universities compared to using online sources, especially when compared to being viewed on a mobile
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device. In future iterations of this Domestic Student Survey, we will research what pieces of information prospective
students look for when browsing through prospectuses, to provide further insight and guidance:
 “Easier to dip in and out of - I find reading documents online unengaging and boring. With printed prospectuses
it is easier to bookmark specific courses and compare courses from different universities with each other, for
example by ripping out the course pages and having them next to each other, highlighting and annotating
aspects to compare courses and figure out which one is best for you.”
 “It gives you an idea about how the university perceives itself and how invested they are in you viewing them as
appealing and thus wanting you to apply.”
 “Bigger and clearer to read than on a phone despite a phone being very portable.”
 “Easier to compare - can spread across sitting room floor and compare directly/ move more easily to yes/no piles.
Basically something physical makes it easier to sort.”

How likely are prospective students to use clearing?
One issue which sits outside of the traditional enquiry to enrolment route concerns that of clearing. From our
discussions with HELOA members, it became clear that there was an interest in understanding more about clearing
and how students were planning to use it.
We found that there was widespread understanding of the term ‘clearing’ amongst prospective students with 74%
claiming to understand what it means.
However, over half said they wouldn’t consider clearing unless they had to. That is to say if they didn’t get the grades
required to get into their firm or insurance choice universities. In addition to this, we found that nearly a quarter
would always consider using clearing to identify alternative or better universities. This is something which we will
be looking at in future iterations of the Domestic Student Survey to establish if the role of clearing is changing for
prospective students.

Which of the following best describes your attitude to using Clearing to get in to university?
Percentage of respondents

I will only use Clearing if I do not get the grades required to
get in to my FIRM or INSURANCE-CHOICE universities

30.6%

I will only use Clearing if I do not get the grades
required to get in to my FIRM-CHOICE university

24.5%

I will DEFINITELY use Clearing to consider alternative universities
to my current 'ﬁrm' or 'insurance' choice universities

12.2%

I will PROBABLY use clearing to see if I can get in to a better
course or university compared to the oﬀer(s) I have received

11.5%

I would delay or decide against going
to university rather than using Clearing

9.8%

Unsure
I do not know or do not understand what clearing is
I would prefer to use Clearing rather than
the standard application route in to university

8.5%
2.2%
0.6%
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Section 4 – University communications (including open days)
How do prospective students want universities to communicate with them?
One issue which universities were keen to know more about was how they should be communicating with
prospective students. This spans a number of areas including desired frequency, preferred channels and what’s seen
as the most useful content.
To begin with we looked at the desired frequency with which prospective students wanted to hear from universities.
We found that around half of all students wanted to hear from universities at least on a weekly basis and that this
applies to all stages of the application process – whether they’ve enquired, applied or received an offer from a
university. The only caveat to this figure is that at the enquiry stage, a significant minority (37%) would only want
to hear from universities when they make contact. This suggests there is clearly a balancing act to achieve for
universities between establishing a frequent level of communication but only once students have consented to
receive them.
As there’s no ‘one size fits all’ approach to marketing campaigns, QS Enrolment Solutions encourages all of its clients
to utilise marketing automation software, as this enables institutions to segment prospective students based on a
number of variables, including their frequency of engagement with email communications. By doing this, universities
can create different nurture streams for different students depending upon how often they engage with marketing
emails, thereby using behavioural marketing as a way to ensure they’re engaging with prospective students in the
best way possible to avoid ‘over-communicating’ or ‘under-communicating’. For more information please refer to QS
Enrolment Solutions’ white paper Student Recruitment: Automated Success – Using Marketing Automation to Engage
and Convert Students at www.qs-enrolmentsolutions.com/whitepaper.

How often would you expect a university to contact you at the following stages?

Percentage of respondents

Daily
After I make an enquiry

After I apply

After I receive an oﬀer

16%

10%

13%

Weekly

Monthly

33%

38%

Quarterly
12%

2%

37%

32%

41%

Only when I contact

28%

6%

7%

14%

12%

Another issue which we felt was worth exploring focused on the most popular channels to communicate with
prospective students. In recent times the International Student Survey has highlighted how important social media
is when recruiting prospective international students; this trend is backed up by findings in the Domestic Student
Survey. At a general level, over a third (36%) are happy to be contacted by universities through WhatsApp at all
stages of the application process. However, email is by far the most preferred channel with 74% happy to be
contacted in this way.

22

UK Domestic Student Survey 2018 | From Enquiry to Enrolment

Which of these channels would you like to use to communicate with a university you are
considering studying at?
Percentage of respondents claiming each channel at each stage
74%

42%

Email

Post

42%

38%

Real-time chat
on university
website

SMS/text

36%

35%

WhatsApp

35%

Facebook
Messenger

33%

Phone

29%

Skype

Snapchat

Respondents were also asked to highlight their preferred channels by each stage in the application cycle. This
revealed some subtle differences which have important implications for universities to tailor their content via
individual channels. For example, when making an enquiry, 26% would use Facebook Messenger and 25% would use
real-time chat on a university website, however only 9% would like to use email. A similar trend can be seen further
down the application process: once students have accepted an offer, they appear more open to communicating with
universities through channels such as Skype and Snapchat.

Which of these channels would you like to use to communicate with a university you
are considering studying at?
Percentage of respondents claiming each channel at each stage
To make enquiry

After applied

After accepted oﬀer
28%
26%

25%

23%
20%

19%

9%

7%

7%

5%

16%

16% 16%
14%
12%

14%14%

16%

8%

9%
3%

3%
Email

16%

12%
9%

9%

15%

Post

Real-time chat
on university
website

SMS/text

WhatsApp

Facebook
Messenger

Phone

Skype

Snapchat

When it comes to the most useful content, prospective students show a preference for practical information. 62%
perceived accommodation information as being the most helpful when choosing a university, with hints and tips
from current students, and practical tips on their application also seen as useful by 50% of prospective students.
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Which of the following marketing communications are useful in helping you choose a university?
Percentage of respondents

Accommodation information
Hints and tips from current students
Practical tips to help with your application
Information about the city
Imagery / photographs of the university
The ability to connect with current students to ask questions
Information on work placements and links to industry
Information about teaching staﬀs' experience and qualiﬁcations
Virtual tours
Financial guidance
Testimonials from current students
Alumni (former student) stories
News / information on clubs and societies
News / information on social activities
Photo / video 'Stories'
Live' online chats with university staﬀ
Political / Higher Education industry news
Live' videos

15.0%
13.4%
9.7%

21.5%

28.3%

62.4%

50.3%
50.2%
49.3%
46.7%
46.3%
46.1%
44.1%
42.0%
41.5%
37.3%
36.5%
35.5%

There are also some differences depending on a prospective student’s stage in the decision making journey. For
example, the further down the process students get, the less likely they are to look for practical tips with their
application and financial guidance. This suggests that personal finances are more likely to be sorted prior to applying
and are one of the first things to be considered by students. Similarly, the further along the process prospective
students get, the more likely they are to want the ability to connect with current students to ask questions. This
suggests that such a scheme would be most popular once students have decided on their preferred university.

Which of the following marketing communications are useful in helping you choose a university?
Percentage of respondents

Decide country
51%

50%

50%

48%

Decide subject

Decide town/city

48%

46%
41%

Practical tips to help with your application
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Decide course

40%

40%

37%

Financial guidance
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Decide university

47%

47%

48%

50%

36%

Connect with current students to ask questions

Open days
We have already seen that open days are hugely important for prospective students as a source of information
about universities. This importance was further highlighted when we asked them how many open days they were
planning to attend. 71% were planning to attend open days at all or most of the universities they were considering.
Only 28% were only planning to attend open days at their top 1-3 preferred universities. This suggests that
prospective students tend to favour multiple open days as they are still perceived to be a key source of information
in the decision making process.

Which of the following best describes your attitude to attending Open Days?
Percentage of respondents

I did or will attend Open Days at ALL universities I am considering

41.2%

I did or will attend Open Days at MOST universities I am considering

29.8%

I did or will attend Open Days for only my TOP 2-3 PREFERRED universities

17.8%

I did or will attend an Open Day for only my TOP PREFERRED university
I did not or will NOT ATTEND any Open Days

10.2%
1.0%

Their continued importance is also reflected in the fact that when asked, 76% of prospective students claimed that
attending an open day has changed which university they are more likely to go to. This reinforces the idea that open
days are a vital tool for prospective students when deciding which university to attend.

Has attending an Open Day changed which university you are more likely to go to?
Percentage of respondents saying ‘Yes’

76%

One element which is important to consider here, is that this question didn’t specify whether it made them more
likely to go to the university who was hosting the open day. That is to say it may work negatively and that attending
an open day may dissuade a student from attending that university if it doesn’t compare well against others. This is a
theme which we will be exploring in future iterations of the Domestic Student Survey to get a clearer idea of exactly
what it is that students want to get from attending open days and what (if anything) puts them off a university whilst
attending an open day.

UK Domestic Student Survey 2018 | From Enquiry to Enrolment

25

Would your university like to take part in the next Domestic Student Survey?
QS Enrolment Solutions is currently recruiting universities to take part in the next Domestic Student Survey. It’s
completely free of charge and simply requires sending a single email to your UK enquirers and applicants to invite
them to take the survey.
As a thank you for your time, we will produce a benchmarking report that compares your institution’s results against
the rest of the market.
For more information please contact paul.raybould@qs.com or alex.berka@qs.com.

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.
You can also download a number of free student recruitment resources at www.qs-enrolmentsolutions.com/
whitepaper.
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