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Executive summary

To understand the outcomes for prospective international students who completed the QS Enrolment Solutions 

(QSES) International Student Survey in 2016-2017, QSES invited opted-in participants to complete a short follow-up 

survey in April 2018.

For students who are now enrolled, the aim was to understand:

 � how their pre-arrival expectations compared to the reality of study; 

 � how they rate their international student experience in the early stages of their studies

 � their views on their destination country and city based on their early experiences.

For students who have not enrolled in Australia, the aim was to understand whether they are studying elsewhere; 

still planning to come to Australia, or have given up on their studies, and why.

The survey found that:

 � International students studying in Australia rate it highly for safety, being welcoming, and providing a good 

lifestyle

 � Cost of living, getting a job while studying, and academic performance are the biggest challenges for 

international students in Australia

 � International students who considered Australia and then chose to study elsewhere cited cost of course fees 

and cost of living as their main reasons. This suggests that prospective students are well aware of the challenges 

facing international students in Australia and are making decisions on that basis

 � Prospective students who are still considering Australia are most likely to be held up by financial reasons: waiting 

for a scholarship or saving more money.
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Survey demographics

The survey received 3,164 responses from 161 nationalities. Of these, 66% were still planning to study overseas in 

the near future, 27% were studying overseas, and 7% had decided not to study overseas.

When the survey was taken:

 � 210 respondents were studying in Australia, with most concentrated in Melbourne (37%) or Sydney (28%). Of the 

international students in Australia, 64% had always planned to study in Australia. 

 � 63 respondents were studying in New Zealand, of whom 67% always planned to study in New Zealand.

 � 123 respondents were studying in the UK.

Of the students who were studying elsewhere, 266 had considered Australia before going somewhere else. Of the 

prospective students still planning to study, 838 were considering Australia.

Which best describes you?

I am currently 
studying overseas , 

26.8%

I am planning to 
study overseas in 
the near future , 

66.3%

I am not currently 
studying overseas 

and don’t intend to 
do so , 6.8%
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Those who are currently studying

Which country are you currently studying in?

Australia , 28%

United Kingdom , 
16%

New Zealand , 8%
United States , 8%

Canada , 5%

Other country in 
Asia , 5%

Malaysia , 3%

All others, 28%

Which Australian city are you studying in?

37%

28%

11%
9% 9%

4%
1% 1%

Melbourne Sydney Brisbane Adelaide Perth Canberra Darwin Hobart

Australian cities are rated highly for safety, welcome and lifestyle

International students living in Australian cities rate their cities highly for safety, lifestyle and being friendly to 

international students, but not so well for the three financial factors: cost of living, being able to find a job while 

studying, and the cost of course fees.

More students rated their course cost negatively than positively, which reflects the findings of QS Enrolment 

Solutions’ 2017 survey of current international students which found 39% of students rated their course fees as 

offering poor or very poor value for money, compared to 37% who rated it good or very good value for money 

(source: http://www.qs-enrolmentsolutions.com/do-international-students-see-australian-university-tuition-fees-as-

good-value-for-money/).

http://www.qs-enrolmentsolutions.com/do-international-students-see-australian-university-tuition-fee
http://www.qs-enrolmentsolutions.com/do-international-students-see-australian-university-tuition-fee
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How do you rate your Australian city for the following factors? 

(Total positive minus total negative)

23%

90%

12%

75%76%

2%

2%

Safety Cost of living

-12%

Course costLifestyle for
international

students

Employment
outcomes

after
graduation

Being a
friendly place

for
international

students

Availability of
jobs for

international
students while

studying

Cost of living, getting a job while studying, and academic performance are the biggest 
challenges for international students in Australia

It’s clear from this relatively small sample that financial pressures are the most significant source of stress on 

international students in Australia.

Concerns around academic performance and meeting family expectations are also important, but these are areas 

where Australian universities are able to directly influence student experience by providing additional academic 

support, as part of their broader student engagement and retention programmes.
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What worries you most about studying in Australia? (weighted)

Food choices

Speaking the local language

Climate

Communicating and studying in English

Being made to feel unwelcome

Safety

Cultural differences

Ability to meet my family's expectation that I perform well academically

I miss my home, family and friends

Finding accommodation

Whether I will do well academically

Getting a job

Cost of living

Most universities do also offer support in terms of employment, accommodation and other basic budgeting advice, 

but the high cost of rental accommodation and utilities in the major cities (particularly Sydney and Melbourne) is not 

something that universities can control, despite the obvious impact they have on international students.

Availability of jobs

Students reported that availability of jobs while they study is a mixed bag, with 46% of students saying they are 

currently in part-time employment, and 34% saying they are looking for part-time work while studying.

The 20% who said they were neither working nor looking for work cited having a scholarship, or not having time to 

work around their studies as the reasons they were not seeking a job.
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Are you working part-time while studying?

46%

34%

20%

54%

Yes Not working, but looking Not working and not looking

The students who are working in Australia generally had a positive experience but raised some concerns around 

levels of support from their university in helping them find a job (46% rated as poor or very poor) and being paid 

fairly (19% rated as poor or very poor).

Given this survey’s modest sample size, we see this as an area where a more comprehensive research project could 

shed some important light on the degree to which international students are being underpaid or exploited.

How do you rate your experience relating to part-time work while studying in Australia?

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Availability of jobs suitable for international students

Understanding your legal rights at work

Being paid fairly

Support from your university in helping you find a job

Flexibility of work around class times etc

Very good Good Neutral Poor Very poor Not Applicable
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How welcoming is Australia compared to the UK and New Zealand?

Australia has a reputation for being welcoming to international students, but a comparison with some of its close 

competitors is instructive.

Bearing in mind that we are dealing with a small sample size, International students in New Zealand are nearly twice 

as likely to say their host nation is very welcoming to international students, compared to international students in 

Australia. International students in the UK are also more likely to say it is very welcoming than students in Australia.

While we don’t claim that these results are definitive, this small survey suggests that Australia can probably do more 

to welcome international students, both from within the sector and via broader community engagement.

As an international student, how welcoming have you found your host country to be?

32%

41%

18%

8%

1%

60%

30%

4% 4% 2%

36% 37%

23%

3%
0%

Very welcoming to
international students

Quite welcoming to
international students

Neutral towards
international students

Not very welcoming to
international students

Not at all welcoming to
international students

Australia New Zealand UK

Australia is comparable to its rivals on student experience

New Zealand universities are also rated slightly better than Australian and UK universities by international students 

studying in those countries, with international students in New Zealand rating the overall student experience as 4.2 

out of 5, compared to 3.9/5 for the UK, and 3.8/5 for Australia.
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How would you rate the university you’re currently studying at in the following areas? 

(Average scores out of 5)

3.8

3.9

4

4.2

3.3

3.4

4.2

3.4

3.3

3.8

3.6

4.2

4.2

4.2

4.2

3.8

3.7

4.4

3.6

3.8

4.2

3.9

3.9

4.1

3.8

4.2

3.6

3.6

4.2

3.5

3.6

3.9

3.5

0 0.5 1 1.5 2 2.5 3 3.5 4 4.5 5

The overall student experience

The quality of the teaching / teaching staff

The volume of face-to-face teaching hours

Up-to-date technology

Value for money from the course

The quality of the university accommodation

Facilities at the university (e.g. library, sports facilities,
lecture theatres and laboratories)

Student Union

Ability to meet and make friends with local students

Support services for international students

Having an active community of international students

UK New Zealand Australia
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International students who decided to go elsewhere

Why did international students go elsewhere?

We asked the international students who considered studying in Australia why they chose not to study there, and 

where they did choose to study.

Students who had previously considered Australia were most likely to end up in the UK (18%), New Zealand (15%), 

USA (8%) or Canada (8%).

The most common reasons given for not choosing Australia were the high cost of course fees in Australia, cheaper 

cost of living elsewhere, or receiving a better offer from a university elsewhere, suggesting that prospective students 

are well aware of the challenges faced by international students in Australia and are making decisions based on that 

information.

Which of the following are reasons for you choosing not to study in Australia? 

(Weighted ranking)

581

622

694

807

815

880

888

1,359

1,420

1,461

I didn’t think I would be as safe there

I didn’t think the quality of education would be
good enough in Australia

I didn’t feel I would be welcome in Australia

I didn’t think I would meet the entry requirements

Australia was too far from my home country

It was too difficult for me to get a visa to study

I thought it would be more difficult to get work after
I finished studying

I received a better offer from a university in another country

It was cheaper to live / study in another country

I could not afford the course fees in Australia
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Not yet studying, but still planning to

Still considering Australia: what’s holding them up?

Of the prospective students who are still planning to study in Australia, the main factors holding them up are 

financial: they are applying for scholarships or saving more money to pay for course fees and cost of living.

Of these prospects, 27% plan to commence their studies in 2018, 46% in 2019, and 19% in 2020.

Why didn’t you move overseas to study yet? 

(Weighted ranking)

I am taking some time out before I begin
studying (e.g. to go travelling)

I'm waiting for a visa

Work commitments

I don't yet meet the entry requirements for my
preferred course or university

Family reasons

I am still completing another qualification

I am saving more money

I'm applying for a scholarship
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About QS Enrolment Solutions

QS Enrolment Solutions is a global market leader for 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 please contact:

www.qs-enrolmentsolutions.com/ 

A division of QS Quacquarelli Symonds. 

www.qs.com 

Melbourne

Level 2, 452 Flinders Street 

Melbourne, VIC 3000 

Australia 

+613 9627 4899

Kuala Lumpur

Plaza Sentral, Jalan Stesen Sentral 5, 

50470 Kuala Lumpur 

Malaysia 

+603 2271 9188

London

44 Featherstone Street 

London EC1Y 8RN 

United Kingdom 

+44 207 250 6600

http://www.qs-enrolmentsolutions.com/
http://www.qs.com
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About the International Student Survey 2018

The QS Enrolment Solutions (QSES) International Student Survey is an online survey of prospective international 

students who have made an enquiry to a participating university within the previous 12 months.

In 2018, 63 universities participated from around the world.

For more information on this research please contact:

Asia - Pacific

Kym Nguyen 

Commercial Director 

kym.nguyen@qs.com

UK & Europe

Paul Raybould 

Director of Marketing & Market Intelligence 

paul.raybould@qs.com
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Participate in the International Student Survey 

Each year, QS Enrolment Solutions enables institutions to take part in the International Student Survey research free 

of charge.

Your participation helps ensure the research remains robust and representative of the market. And as a thank you, 

we will produce a benchmarking report specific to your institution, showing how your prospective international 

students compare against the rest of the market, offering useful insight that enables you to better attract 

international students.

To register your interest visit:

www.internationalstudentsurvey.com/takepart

mailto:kym.nguyen%40qs.com?subject=
mailto:paul.raybould%40qs.com?subject=
http://www.internationalstudentsurvey.com/takepart
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Thank you


