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Introduction 

Respondent demographics

Age

Level of study

Residency

New South Wales

Victoria

Queensland
Western
Australia

37%

26%

14%

20%

33% 24% 10% 13%

14-17 18-19 20-25 26-35

53%
School leaver

47%
Non-school leaver

Profile

58%

UG

25%

PG
Coursework

9%

VET

7%

PG
research

Effective student recruitment, matriculation and retention strategies begin with understanding students’ motivations 
and decision-making processes during the attraction and research stages. By understanding the factors that are 
most influential in their career and life goals, institutions can provide domestic students the right information, 
through the right channels, at the right time as they go through their learning journey.

The 2018 Domestic Student Survey encompassed 5,486 respondents who had enquired to 22 Australian institutions. 

For this white paper, school leavers are defined as a year 12 student who intends to proceed directly to tertiary 
education upon completing secondary school. A non-school leaver is defined as everyone else (i.e. those who took 
gap years to travel or work, those who have undertaken other levels of study already, etc.).  In this 2018 white 
paper, School Leavers and Non-School Leavers: Drivers, Divergences and Defining Characteristics, QS Enrolment 
Solutions (QSES) delves into the motivations and thought processes of these profiles, to gain deeper insights into 
their similarities and, more importantly, their differences. This enables the development of an effective recruitment 
strategy that can be tailored to the principal drivers and goals of both groups. 

The report aims to answer three key questions:

1. What are their motivations to study and what are their desired outcomes? 

2. How do they choose what and where they will study? 

3. Where do they look for information? 
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Capture the right data throughout the enquiry stage to enable segmented engagement and communications

Lead your attraction messaging with course information and then follow with institution USPs

Make sure teaching quality, graduate outcomes and reputation are are key in your content strategy for all  

domestic prospective students

Show school leavers what their student experience will be and offer opportunities for them to come onto campus  

and engage with current students and your impressive teaching staff

Provide non-school leavers with examples and assurances of your existing industry links as well as the  

availability of flexible teaching modes

Recommendations 

1

2

3

4

5

Page 4 | QS Enrolment Solutions 2018 Domestic Student Survey



When thinking about your ideal student experience, what is most important to you? 

School leaver Non-school leaver

43%

52%

Teaching quality

18% 21%

Graduate outcomes

9% 8%

Campus facilities
(e.g. lecture theatres, labs)

10%
6%

Student support
services

What are their motivations to study 
and what are their desired outcomes? 

Examining the motivations of school leavers and non-school leavers, is crucial to understanding the driving force behind 

their university decisions. QSES aims to identify the trends and patterns in the data, as well as any key divergences 

between the two groups. The below charts demonstrate what motivates students to study, which universities can 

harness to develop tailored recruitment and branding strategies. 

Teaching quality and graduate outcomes are key to a good student experience for both groups. Availability of student 

support services is in the top 3 important factors for non-school leavers, whereas having quality campus facilities ranks 

more highly for school leavers. This preference among school leavers may suggest greater interest in the overall campus 

experience. 

The emphasis on teaching quality among both groups raises key debates concerning higher education. Teaching quality 

is difficult to measure and highly subjective, hence why it isn’t included in the QS World University Rankings. However 

other metrics, like QS Stars, do indeed assess teaching quality, indicating the potential appeal of such alternatives to 

both groups.  
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What do you plan to do when completing your course?

School leaver Non-school leaver

59%
71%

19%
12%

13%
9%

Work

Postgraduate
study

Don't know yet

School leavers go onto campus as well as rely on word of mouth to assess student experience, suggesting that university 

engagement and building wide networks of brand advocates is important. Unlike school leavers, non-school leavers 

are more likely to use the institution website, which could be generational, but also indicative that this profile is working 

full-time or have family commitments. 

The majority of both groups plan to work after they complete their course, highlighting the value of maintaining and 

promoting an effective careers service, alongside engagement with prestigious alumni and showcasing positive 

graduate outcomes. 

How do you assess student experience at an institution you’re considering? 

School leaver Non-school leaver

30%

17%

27%

18%
25%

16%
10%

17%

Visits to campus
(e.g. open days)

Word of mouth Rankings and ratings Institution website
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What five things are most important to you when choosing a course?

School leaver Non-school leaver

31%

16%

13%

8%

7%

It leads directly to my
chosen career

It has flexible hours
and delivery

The course offers
high quality teaching

It has affordable tuition
options (e.g. payment plans)

It has high graduate
employment rates 

38%

16%

12%

6%

6%

It leads directly to my
chosen career

The course offers
high quality teaching

It has high graduate
employment rates

It has a good reputation 

I can easily meet the
entry requirements

How do they choose what and where 
they will study? 

Choosing a university course is both an anxiety provoking and exciting experience for domestic prospective students. 

Examining the underlying aims of this decision can help illuminate how domestic students in Australia choose a course 

and, indeed, which institutions they find appealing. Threaded through the motivations of each of these groups is a 

common aim – to tailor their course selection to their intended career path. 

Both groups consider the link the course has to their chosen career as their first priority when selecting a course, 

alongside high-quality teaching, and high graduate employment rates – again emphasizing the necessity of a 

demonstrable careers service and real-life stories of graduates working in their intended sectors. School leavers also 

consider reputation and entry requirements, whilst non-school leavers place value on the flexibility of teaching and 

study modes, as well as affordability. Non-school leavers place great importance on flexibility and affordability, so be 

strategic with your marketing campaigns to this profile and promote when courses have mixed-delivery modes and 

offer financial advice and support services.
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Both groups agree that course content, further study, industry networking, institution reputation and face-to-face 

teaching feature in their top five most important motivations when choosing a course, with a significant proportion 

of school leavers (73%) and non-school leavers (83%) respectively, favouring course content that leads directly to their 

future career. Thus, graduate employability once again emerges as the driving force for both groups, highlighting the 

importance of marketing and recruitment strategies which encompass this primary goal. 

Key trends when choosing an institution

Deciding factors when choosing a university can be unique to the individual and their personal history, such as friends 

and family members who have also attended there. However, the Domestic Student Survey reveals several trends 

among school leavers and non-school leavers, with both groups expressing an inclination towards personal interest 

when selecting a course, and the quality of teaching at their prospective institution. 

When thinking about choosing a course, how important are the following factors
to you?

School leaver Non-school leaver

73% 83%

54%

55%

51%

50%

55%

53%

47%

45%

It has a
good reputation

Close engagement with
teaching staff 

(face-to-face teaching)

Opportunities for
networking with industry

Course content is clearly
linked to my future career

Clear pathways to
further study

Important

Less important

Important

Less important
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Both groups will only consider an institution if it offers the course they are interested in. Location is more important to 

non-school leavers, whilst graduate employablity is slightly more important to school leavers. 

School leavers place more importance on a good overall student experience, whereas non-school leavers are more 

interested in up-to-date technology and good online learning options. 

When thinking about choosing an institution, how important are the following
factors to you?

School leaver Non-school leaver

77% 87%

74%

62%

70%

Up-to-date technology and
good online learning options

Location

It provides a good overall
student experience

Availability of the course
I want to study

Teaching staff are highly qualified

67%

47%

34%

56%

47%

What five things are most important to you when choosing an institution?

Important

Less important

Important

Less important

School leaver Non-school leaver

40% 40%

14%

7%

14%

9%

9%

6%

14%Location

It has a good careers service
and links with employers

7%It has a high graduate
employment rate

It offers a specific course
that I am interested in

It offers high teach quality
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Where do they look for  
information? 

Whilst rankings are a useful tool for prospective students when selecting a university, domestic prospective students 

also draw on supplementary sources to assess their options and make their final choices. Thus, the importance of 

additional influencers like social media, marketing communications, social networks and recruitment events, can help 

provide the bigger picture. 

School leavers are more likely to draw on social media as a research tool during the attraction stage, indicating that 

digital and social marketing tools are more likely to attract this prospective student profile. Non-school leavers are less 

likely to use social media during the research process, over one third don’t use it at all when researching their study 

options. Both school leavers (29%) and non-school leavers (26%) tend to use social media most commonly when first 

researching their study options. During the later stages of the research process interest rates appear to drop off, but 

both groups continue to use social media after they have narrowed down their choices and to aid the application 

process. School leavers (10%) are marginally more likely to use social media after they have accepted their offer to 

prepare for studies, indicating the potential longevity of organic posts and paid for social media advertising. 

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

School leaver Non-school leaver

Yes, when I first start
researching my study options

Yes, after I’ve narrowed
down my options

Yes, to help when making
an application

Yes, after I’ve accepted and offer to
help me get ready to start my studies

Yes, when deciding whether
to accept an offer

No, I don’t use social media
in any of these stages

29%

26%

21%
16%

12%

8%

10%
9%

8%
6%

21%
35%
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The above chart highlights that access to current and former students is important to school leavers, perhaps indicating 

greater interest in the overall study experience at an insitution and a preference for peer reviews. Non-school leavers 

are, again, primarily driven by post-graduate employment prospects, with 19% citing information on work placements 

and industry links as key motivators - work experience, in this case, is likely to drive more targetted attention to graduate 

employabilty. Access to teaching staff qualifications and experience are also considered more important to non-school 

leavers. 

Which of the following marketing communications are influential in helping you
to choose an institution?

School leaver Non-school leaver

15%

15%

13%

13%

13%

19%

18%

17%

8%

8%

The ability to connect with
existing students to ask questions

Practical tips to help with
your application

Stories about current and
former students

Information on work placements
and links to the industry

Information about teaching
staff’s experience and qualifications  

Information on work placements
and links to the industry

Information about teaching staff’s
experience and qualifications

Practical tips to help with
your application

The ability to connect with
existing students to ask questions

Imagery/photographs of the
institution
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Overwhelming majorities in both groups, 83% and 86% for school leavers and non-school leavers respectively, cite 

themselves as the most influential decision makers in their university choices. This suggests neither are likely to lean 

on their social networks such as parents, employers, careers advisers or family, when assessing their options. This also 

highlights the importance of a more targeted and personalised approach to communication and recruitment strategies 

within Australia’s HE market. 

Who influences your decision on where and what to study?

School leaver Non-school leaver

Self

Parents

Career adviser/ career counsellor

Family (but not parents)

Employer/manager or professional
association at my workplace

Friends

Teacher

83%
86%

9%
3%

3%
2%

2%
3%

1%
3%

1%
1%

1%
1%
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Events and fairs are considerably  influential for a large portion of both groups, with 61% of school leavers and 52% of 

non-school leavers citing this as an important factor in their study decisions. Universities should therefore be identifying 

effective strategies to implement best practice at events, to maximise both attendance and potential. 

How much did your attendance at education events influence your decision on 
where and what to study?

School leaver Non-school leaver

61% 52%

28%

12%

24%

13% It was the most important
factor in my decision

8%2% No influence

An important influence

A minor influence

Have you attended, or do you plan to attend any institution information events,
including open days, education fairs or information nights?

School leaver Non-school leaver

62% 38%

36%

27%

35%

3% I have not attended an event

I have attended an event

I plan to attend an event
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About the QS Enrolment Solutions’ Domestic Student Survey (APAC)

This is the second year QSES has run the Domestic Student Survey, encompassing prospective domestic students from 

Australia. The QS Enrolment Solutions’ Domestic Student Survey (APAC) is the largest and most comprehensive survey of 

prospective domestic students in Australia.

The survey was conducted using an online survey tool in March and April 2018. Respondents were prospective students 

who had made an enquiry within the previous 12 months to a participating institution or university in Australia. All 

respondents were Australian citizens or permanent residents. 

QSES’ International Student Survey is in its sixth year and is the largest in the work (65,000+ respondents in 2018) and we 

aim to grow the Domestic Student Survey in the years to come. 

Survey respondents: 

• 5,486 respondents

• 22 institutions

Participate in future research
QS Enrolment Solutions is currently seeking institutions to participate in future market research. There is no cost to 

participate, and institutions receive a benchmarked report showing the findings from their prospective students  

compared to the national average. If your institution would like to participate in future research, please contact  

theresa.jackson@qs.com for more information.

Contact details
Published by QS Enrolment Solutions (APAC)

© 2018 QS. All rights reserved worldwide.

No part of this publication may be copied or reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by 

any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording or otherwise — without the prior written permission of the 

publisher.

For further information about this report, please contact Kym Nguyen on kym.nguyen@qs.com

Survey methodology
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