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About the International 
Student Survey
Over the last two years, the global higher 
education sector has shown its resilience and 
strength. In pivoting their teaching practices 
to rely on virtual delivery, universities were 
able to demonstrate their ability to respond to 
significant challenges in an effective and agile 
manner. As we emerge from the COVID-19 
pandemic, the focus for many institutions will 
now be how to build their resilience against 
upcoming, unforeseen challenges and how to 
ensure their strategies are adaptive and future-
proofed against these. 

In its tenth year, the QS International Student 
Survey has grown to become the world’s 
largest survey of pre-enrolled international 
students. The 2022 iteration is our largest 
survey ever, able to draw on the responses 
of over 110,000 prospective international 
students from 194 countries and territories 
around the world. These respondents were 
collected in partnership with 94 universities and 
organisations from 21 countries. By analysing 
the results from this survey, this report seeks 
to provide a comprehensive outlook on how 
universities can adapt their recruitment 
strategies and how to communicate with 
prospective candidates in an authentic way, on 
the issues which matter most to them. 

With international recruitment cycles now 
starting to return to pre-pandemic levels, 
this year’s survey seeks to understand the 
expectations from candidates with regards to 
the social and environmental responsibilities 
of universities, as well as attempting to gauge 
candidates’ interest in alternative learning 
models in the future, such as hybrid learning. 
The analysis and results in this report will help 
universities understand the long-term impacts 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on student decision-
making and give them a more in-depth view 
of the level of support which international 
candidates are expecting from their universities. 
The shifting geo-political landscape has also 
highlighted the potential risks of universities 
becoming over-reliant on any single market 
for their international recruitment. The survey 
continues to highlight how universities can 
pivot their strategies to diversify their pool 
of international students and, ultimately, 
build their resilience against these shifting 
political currents.
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Get a free place for your university in the next 
International Student Survey
Participation in the International Student Survey is free for universities, and 
all participating institutions receive a free benchmarking report with useful 
insights for student recruitment.

For more information visit    

www.internationalstudentsurvey.com/take-part

Key facts

110,306 
responses

33% Undergraduate
64% Postgraduate
3% Foundation or Vocational

24% Business and Management

13% Engineering

8% Social Sciences

 

42% Male

54% Female

3% prefer not to say or prefer
to self-describe
 

30% aged 17-20

33% aged 21-24

35% aged 25 or older
 

Household income
28% <$10k

16% $10k-$25k

10% $25k-$50k

16% >$50k

94
institutions participated 

194
countries and 
territories represented

Data is weighted by nationality to reflect current 
profile of international students worldwide, 
as reported by UNESCO
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Introduction

The pandemic had a profound impact on international student flows, however, the decline in enrolments 
was not as severe as initially anticipated by many leaders across the higher education sector in 2021. 
As we emerge from the pandemic, it has become clear that the demand for international education 
remains as strong as ever. In the leading host destinations, international application numbers in the last 
academic year have increased further1. This is in part due to the innovation and flexibility demonstrated 
by higher education institutions worldwide, having maintained a high level of teaching quality whilst also 
pivoting their teaching practices. 

As the sector looks to regain its momentum, it is now more important than ever for universities to speak 
to students in a trusted and credible manner about the issues that matter most to them. One of the 
key themes in this year’s report is the growing expectation from students for institutions to go further 
in terms of their environmental and social responsibilities.  At QS, we have been putting more emphasis 
on helping universities navigate the links between their carbon reduction goals and their international 
ambitions. This report contains a wealth of data which will support institutions to make informed 
decisions about their recruitment efforts and support services by understanding the expectations and 
needs of their prospective students.

 
1  IC3 2021 Paper_International Student Mobility Flows and COVID_2021_08_11.pdf

“ demand for 
international 
education remains 
as strong as ever”

file:///C:/Users/AlexBerka/Downloads/IC3 2021 Paper_International Student Mobility Flows and COVID_2021_08_11.pdf
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Recommendations

Showcasing environmental impact and social responsibilities to students 

Universities can and should do more to demonstrate their commitment to environmental, social 
and governance (ESG) strategies to students 

The next generation of students increasingly expect universities to take an active role in supporting their 
local communities and the societies in which they operate. There is also an expectation that the higher 
education sector is at the forefront of developing new technologies to help us all live more sustainably. 
Whilst it is encouraging that 84% of prospective students regard the sector as environmentally friendly, 
nearly four out of five candidates we spoke to also said that they expect universities to be doing more 
to further their sustainability efforts and combat climate change. Universities therefore need to ensure 
they are communicating as well as improving their sustainability activities across a range of areas. 
This includes the reduction of single-use plastics and introducing energy efficiency measures to help 
accelerate progress towards becoming carbon neutral.  

As well as highlighting environmental impact, communicating social responsibilities and the support 
available to students is still important to candidates. A continuing but significant minority of candidates 
remain cautious about approaching universities for support for their mental health. The enduring 
stigma of talking about this issue in many locations across the world makes it essential that universities 
have established procedures and practices in place to cater to different students’ needs. Access to 
professional services in this area, which can effectively prioritise the anonymity of users, is the most 
effective way to make progress on this issue. 

Adopting a hybrid approach 

Universities should ensure that forms of online learning continue to be available to international 
students beyond the concerns and restrictions in place as a result of the pandemic

It’s important that institutions recognise the perceived benefits and the demand for a hybrid learning 
experience from a significant cohort of students. Data from this year’s survey highlights the appetite 
for this form of learning among students, with half of all prospective students saying they would be 
interested in a hybrid learning experience that combines virtual and in-person studying.  

Whilst in-person teaching will continue to be the most popular avenue for the majority of international 
students, universities should look at how they can optimise their alternative learning structures to 
incorporate online learning. By adopting this approach, it can help to ensure the future resilience of 
universities in the event of future disruption or as new teaching technologies develop. 

1

2
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Continuing to diversify student recruitment

Universities should tailor their recruitment strategies to meet the needs and expectations of 
different target markets 

Different markets will have different priorities when choosing a university, and this should be reflected 
in the way that student communication strategies are developed. For example, high quality teaching 
and reputational measures are the most important factors for students from China, while students 
from India want to know what support is available for graduates seeking employment. It’s important for 
universities to consider their priority markets and ensure they’re tailoring messages according to the 
needs and preferences of those prospective students. It’s also important to understand the worries and 
fears of students from those priority markets. For all the advantages, we must always remember that it’s 
not an easy decision to choose to study in another country and education system. In China, for example, 
safety remains a major concern and universities should continue to reassure students in their pipeline of 
everything they do to provide security, support and guidance.

 
Ensuring you’re connecting with all key influencers

For effective student recruitment efforts, universities must not only communicate with the 
candidate, but with other key players influential to the decision-making process

It is not uncommon for candidates to discuss their options with multiple people, including family, agents 
and representatives from the institution they are interested in. Institutions must be aware that their 
marketing efforts, while predominately aimed at prospective students, will also be reviewed by a number 
of other interested parties – all with the power to influence student decision-making. This year’s results 
showed that, for candidates interested in studying overseas, parents remain involved in their decision-
making process (with 53% saying they involved parents ‘a lot’ or a ‘fair amount’). They are not only part 
of the conversation of where and what to study, but also have an influence on the final decision. 

 

3

4
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Section 1 
How universities can 
embrace their social 
and environmental 
responsibilities
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Key findings

55% 
of candidates believe a 
welcoming environment 
for international 
students is important to 
them when choosing a 
country to study in

84% 
of candidates believe 
that universities 
are either very 
or somewhat 
environmentally friendly

78% 
of candidates think that 
institutions could be 
doing more to protect 
the environment

63% 
of candidates agree 
it is extremely or 
very important 
for universities to 
provide support for 
mental wellbeing

How safe do international students feel when 
studying abroad?  

A welcoming environment for students was the second most popular answer when candidates 
were asked about their most important factors when choosing a country to study in. 55% of all 
prospective students identified this as a factor in their decision-making. This focus on student 
safety also features in their decisions about what town or city they may live in during their 
studies, which reiterates the extent to which this topic carries through to all aspects of their pre-
enrolment journey.
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What five things are most important to you when choosing a country to study in?

3%

6%

7%

9%

24%

31%

32%

36%

36%

37%

37%

39%

45%

47%

55%

56%

I already live there

It was recommended to me

It’s near to my home country / country of residence

I have friends or family living there

I can get a visa to study there

I can get a visa to work after graduating

I can improve my language skills

It has an affordable cost of studying

It has good graduate employment options

It has an affordable cost of living

It will help me build a network of connections

It has well-ranked universities

It has a good reputation as a place to study

The culture / lifestyle appeals to me

It is welcoming to international students

It has universities with high quality teaching

How universities can communicate their 
environmental impact credentials 

Environmental sustainability is now a critical global issue which affects us all, and the higher education 
sector is no exception to this. Brands, companies and institutions must now take active steps to 
communicate their commitments to reducing their carbon footprint and improving their environmental 
sustainability in response to changing student demands. It is vital to identify the areas where students 
believe universities should be contributing their efforts to understand how this audience perceives the 
higher education sector’s performance on this issue. 

84% of all prospective students believe that universities are either very or somewhat environmentally 
friendly. The positive findings here reflect well on the sector, and reiterate the findings from the latest 
Environmental Concerns survey conducted by QS in August 2019. The response of candidates here 
reflects the dedication of universities to tackle the climate change emergency in their operations, 
teaching and research and is a clear and encouraging testament to the commitment of those 
institutions. 
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There are significant regional variations in the responses to this question, which are important to 
note. There are higher levels of scepticism in Western Europe and North America, and it is clear that 
universities must work harder to show candidates from those territories of their credentials. By contrast, 
candidates from Africa, the Middle East and those in the Asia-Pacific region all have a broadly positive 
impression of universities on this issue. 

In general, how environmentally-friendly do you think universities are?

 

13%

16%

31%

31%

34%

47%

33%

56%

54%

53%

53%

53%

43%

51%

18%

19%

12%

11%

10%

7%

11%

13%

11%

4%

5%

3%

3%

4%

1%

1%

US & Canada

Western Europe

Eastern Europe

Latin America

Asia Pacific

Africa & Middle East

Overall

Very environmentally friendly Somewhat environmentally friendly Neither

Not very environmentally friendly Not at all environmentally friendly

However, the overwhelming majority (78%) of candidates also agree that universities could do more 
to be environmentally sustainable, despite the broadly positive response to the earlier question. It is 
clear that prospective students believe there is room for improvement and that universities have a 
duty to lead the way on sustainability policy, whilst also agreeing that universities do care about the 
environment. For many candidates, there is an expectation that universities should be conducting 
new research to tackle the climate change emergency and be at the forefront of developing new 
technologies.  

Do you think universities could do more to be environmentally sustainable?

78%

3%

19%

Yes

No

Don't know
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Candidates were also asked a follow-up question to identify the most important environmental 
activities they thought universities should be engaging in. The results may be useful for universities 
when drawing up their marketing and communication strategies, thus reiterating the importance of us 
answering this question from a candidate-perspective. When considering the results of this question, 
it is also important to draw the distinction between the research and fundraising initiatives of a 
university, and their operational activities. The most popular answers – reducing the use of single-use 
plastics, installing energy efficient lighting and increasing their energy use from renewable sources all 
relate to the operational activities of a university. This provides universities with ample opportunity 
to communicate their efforts to students and are all highly important areas. However, it should be 
noted that one of the most effective ways for universities to engage with this issue is to communicate 
their funding and research into sustainable initiatives. Universities need to ensure that sustainability 
is reflected in their programme of research and teaching and that appropriate levels of funding for 
sustainable innovation are made available, as well as investing in practical initiatives. 

What five environmental activities are most important for universities to 
engage in?

13%

26%

29%

30%

32%

38%

42%

42%

45%

47%

48%

50%

57%

Restricting the amount of air miles travelled by university staff

Investing in carbon-offsetting initiatives

Increasing the amount of water they use from recycled sources

Investing in ethical initiatives

Improving heating insulating in university buildings

Ensuring all food served on campus is from sustainable sources

Increasing funding for research into sustainable initiatives

Decreasing the amount of paper and printer ink they use

Reducing their carbon footprint

Reducing the amount of waste which goes to landfill

Increasing how much energy comes from renewable sources

Installing energy efficient lighting

Reducing the amount of single-use plastics they use

When looking at the results of this question, it is also important to note that there are significant 
regional differences. Reducing the use of single-use plastics was the most important perceived goal for 
universities to contend with for candidates from Eastern Europe and Latin America.  Candidates from 
Africa and the Middle Eastwere significantly more likely to prioritise the amount of funding a university 
allocates for research into sustainable initiatives. Reducing the use of single-use plastics and installing 
energy-efficient lighting were the most important aspects for candidates from Western Europe. 
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How universities can improve their mental health 
support for international students 

The ways in which universities support the mental health and wellbeing of their students has come 
under increasing levels of scrutiny following the COVID-19 pandemic. The measures imposed on 
students in an attempt to combat the spread of COVID-19, whilst necessary, have had a detrimental 
impact on their mental health. With this in mind, it is important to ensure that university support 
services are both prioritised accordingly and accessible to all students. 

It is important for universities to communicate how they support their students, as our work has made 
it clear that many students are concerned about the level of health and wellbeing support they might 
receive when attending university. In the 2022 edition of our International Student Survey, 63% thought 
it very or extremely important that universities provide services for support with students’ mental 
wellbeing. 

The level of scrutiny which the pandemic has placed on this issue has reiterated that mental health and 
wellbeing services are still very much in demand. We have suggested that international students were 
generally less likely to reach out for help with their mental health compared with domestic students in 
our previous edition of the QS International Student Survey, owing to the enduring stigma attached to 
the issue in many countries. However, it is clear that international students are increasingly concerned 
about the level of support they might receive when attending university, as shown by the data here. 
It is important for universities to have targeted and dedicated support structures and that they 
communicate how they can support students’ well-being.  

How important is it to you that the university you choose offers the following 
support services?

5%

5%

10%

9%

24%

24%

34%

35%

27%

28%

Mental health counselling

Support for mental wellbeing

Not at all important Slightly important Moderately important Very Important Extremely important
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The combined pressures of university work and leaving home for the first time, where they are 
separated from their family and friends, can be enough to leave many international students feeling 
overwhelmed. For many, the prospect of attending university overseas can be a daunting one. It is 
necessary to examine how willing these students are to proactively seek out support from a university 
to ensure that universities are able to support international student cohorts effectively. 

When asked about this, nearly half of all prospective students claimed they would be either very 
comfortable or comfortable coming forward and asking a university for support with their mental 
health. However, a significant minority (17%) said they would be uncomfortable or very uncomfortable 
in doing so. This reiterates the notion that due to the stigma of talking about their mental health, a 
significant proportion of international students may be prevented from seeking help with their mental 
wellbeing. This reinforces the need for universities to tailor their support services accordingly, due to the 
heightened reticence to willingly seek out help they when they need it most. 

How comfortable would you be asking a university for support with your 
mental health?

7% 10% 35% 34% 14%

Very uncomfortable Uncomfortable Neutral Comfortable Very comfortable
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To build on these findings, we asked those candidates who claimed they might be uncomfortable asking 
a university for support with their mental health why that might be. Many of the responses to this 
question relate to the stigma of talking about one’s mental health in many locations around the world, 
especially the need to prioritise anonymity when using these services. This reiterates the importance of 
emphasising this feature in university communications:

“Face-to-face 
communication would 
make me feel very 
embarrassed because it 
would expose my pain. 
I think it’s best to prove 
anonymous or online 
consulting services which 
are more convenient and 
relaxing for me.”

“I would feel uncomfortable 
asking a university for 
help with mental health 
as it is more of a personal 
health issue. I would feel 
more comfortable if the 
university provided off-
campus services for mental 
health.”

“It would be the first time opening up about my mental 
health and it feels very hard. However, I’d be glad to 
know the university has this kind of support. I believe 
that getting to know other students’ opinions about 
the quality of this support would help me feel more 
comfortable about asking for help.”
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In summary
Universities are increasingly aware of the need to communicate their 

activities in relation to their social and environmental responsibilities to their 
students. It is vital that universities have the capabilities to communicate 

their environmental sustainability efforts across a range of operations to a 
wider audience. Further, it is clear that whilst universities have made excellent 
progress with the mental health support they provide to their students, there 
are opportunities to make further improvements to help address some of the 

stigma that continues to surround the issue. 
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Section 2 
New ways of 
learning
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Key findings

21% 
of candidates are 
either extremely or 
very interested in 
studying online

65% 
65% of candidates 
think that interacting 
with other students is 
‘much more’ or ‘slightly 
more’ difficult in an 
online setting

50% 
of candidates would 
find a hybrid learning 
experience, combining 
virtual and in-person 
studying, either very or 
somewhat appealing

73% 
of candidates would be 
interested in taking part 
in a student exchange 
programme 

The adoption of online learning platforms has seen a dramatic shift in the last two years. This shift 
has brought new tools for engagement, interaction and collaboration. It is vital to understand 
how perceptions of, and interest in, online learning have shifted and to think about the long-term 
implications of this as we emerge from the pandemic. The potential for new and alternative ways 
of learning must also be gauged to determine the extent to which they may challenge traditional 
teaching structures which have dominated higher education up to this point.

In this section, we analyse how interest in online learning has evolved throughout the pandemic and 
go on to highlight the perceived benefits, and enduring barriers that limit its adoption. By doing 
this, we aim to illustrate the potential for hybrid learning and student exchange programmes, and 
to provide guidance on the long-term role of online learning in higher education. In doing so, we 
hope to support universities’ long-term planning and resilience by demonstrating how universities 
can optimise their alternative learning structures.  
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How has interest in online learning evolved in the 
last two years? 

32% of all candidates have no interest in studying online when asked how interested they would be in 
studying for their degree via a variety of online platforms. 21% of prospective students claimed to be 
either ‘extremely’ or ‘very’ interested in online learning. This represents a slight decline on the 23% 
who were interested in 2021, which suggests the pandemic has done little to enhance the long-term 
potential for a purely virtual learning model. This is compounded by the fact that there has been an 
increase in those who are not at all interested in online learning from 28% in 2021 to 32% in 2022.  

There is significantly greater interest in a blended learning model which combines distance and on-
campus learning. 33% of candidates would find this form of study either somewhat or very appealing. 
Whilst in the medium-term, in-person teaching is by far the most popular avenue (and is likely to 
continue to be popular), there is a growing cohort of candidates who are actively seeking a blended 
learning approach. 

How interested are you in the following delivery options?

32%

28%

17%

16%

2%

2%

22%

23%

18%

18%

4%

4%

25%

26%

31%

32%

12%

12%

13%

15%

22%

23%

28%

29%

8%

8%

11%

11%

54%

54%

Not at all interested Slightly interested Moderately interested Very interested Extremely interested

2022

2021
In person

2022

2021
Blended

2022

2021
Online
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What are the key motivating factors of those 
students who want to study online?

For those who showed an interest in online study, we asked them to explain why online programmes 
were an attractive option for them. The top three answers were the convenience of studying from any 
location, the flexibility it offers and the advantage of being able to study while working. The prominence 
of these perceived benefits remains strong and has shown little year-on-year change. 

Why are you interested in studying for an online degree?

42%

55%

56%

61%

75%

75%

44%

56%

57%

62%

75%

75%

I don't need to relocate to gain the benefits
of an overseas degree

I enjoy having access to study materials online

Cost

I can study while working

Flexibility

Convenience of studying from any location

2022 2021

We also asked those candidates who weren’t interested in studying for an online degree why that was 
the case. 78% cited the lack of access to university facilities, and it remains the most prominent barrier. 
Wanting to meet other students (75%) and living overseas while studying (69%) were other significant 
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responses. Value for money is seen to be less of a barrier compared to 2021. This could be an indication 
of the efforts which many institutions have made to improve the quality of their online programmes, 
however it remains to be seen whether this is a longer-term trend. 

Why are you not interested in studying an online degree?

38%

50%

60%

65%

68%

74%

79%

33%

51%

62%

63%

69%

75%

78%

Value for money

I need the structure of scheduled classes

I feel like I would be isolated studying online

I am concerned about teaching quality from
an online degree

I want to live overseas while I study

I want to meet other students

I want access to the facilities of a university

2022 2021

When planning any online programme delivery, universities can consider how they might mitigate these 
barriers for students who continue to see face-to-face as the ‘gold standard’ for learning. Partnerships 
with international universities, for example, might be one way to ensure that students still have access to 
facilities, such as laboratories or specialist equipment, while studying an online course. Online social and 
networking opportunities are also important to include in any online course planning to help students to 
develop relationships with their peers and interact socially as well as through their studies.
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What aspects of their degree do candidates regard 
as being most different in an online setting? 

Interactions with other students are perceived to be more difficult in an online setting by 65% of all 
candidates, whilst 51% also believe that asking questions of lecturers is more difficult in an online 
scenario as well. This further reiterates the notion that one of the most prominent barriers to online 
learning is its impact on social interactions and that this is preventing more students from opting for 
online programmes. 

Do you think the following aspects of studying online are easier or more difficult 
compared to on-campus learning?

38%

18%

7%

27%

33%

14%

13%

21%

20%

12%

17%

33%

10%

11%

25%

Talking to other students

Asking questions of lecturers

Being able to work whilst I
study

Much more difficult Slightly more difficult Neither Slightly easier Much easier

When asked what they thought about a hybrid approach which combines virtual and on-campus 
teaching, 50% found the notion to be either very or somewhat appealing. This reiterates the notion that 
a model which might combine online and in-person learning experiences would generate significantly 
greater interest than a purely online learning model, which is not regarded as a viable alternative. 

How appealing do you find the idea of a hybrid learning experience, which 
combines virtual and on-campus teaching?

8% 19% 22% 37% 13%

Very unappealing Somewhat unappealing Neither Somewhat appealing Very appealing
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“A subject must be learnt 
wholistically - with the 
ability to make use of all 
facilities, and types of 
equipment. Face-to-face 
learning opens up the 
opportunity to learn by 
experience and by trial 
and error. It improves 
the teacher-student 
relationship, letting them 
know more about us 
and thereby have more 
faith in us while assigning 
challenging responsibilities. 
Also, online education or 
even a hybrid education 
does not do complete 
justice and removes the 
value of the expensive 
fees paid for the “valuable” 
education that we 
consciously chose to study 
overseas.” 

“I believe learning is more effective 
when it can be done face-to-face 
in a physical atmosphere where I 
will be able to create friends and 
group-mates as well which will help 
me learn new things that I might 
not learn when that is done online 
by myself.”

“I prefer learning in an academic 
environment instead of remotely. I 
believe it leaves me more focused 
and motivated. Additionally, it’s 
easier for me to retain information 
face-to-face, online learning is 
much less personal and, in my 
opinion, less effective. Being 
able to debate and discuss the 
content covered is also a huge 
part of learning and the online 
experience makes this much more 
challenging.”

As a follow-up, we asked candidates who were not interested in a hybrid learning model why that was 
the case. Many of the responses focused on the experience of in-person interactions with students and 
staff which they found to be more valuable:
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It is important that universities engage with students, so that when seeking to promote online learning 
or hybrid learning structures they have a realistic understanding of the elements of their degrees which 
could most effectively be replicated online. Many elements of the learning experience continue to 
require a face-to-face element and it is equally important to acknowledge this. There is clearly work to 
be done to convince all prospective students that the crucial parts of a degree, namely the interactions 
between staff and students, can be replicated online. 

How many students are interested in student 
exchange programmes? 

Increasing numbers of students are now taking advantage of the opportunity to study abroad as part of 
their degree, with an array of student exchange and international placements now offered at universities 
worldwide. We presented candidates with a short description of student exchange programmes and 
asked whether they would be interested in taking part in one, to gauge the relative popularity of these 
student exchange programmes: 
 
A student exchange programme is an opportunity to spend a period of 
time (e.g. a semester or a summer) studying at one of your university’s 
international partner institutions. 

73% of international candidates said they would be interested in taking part in a student exchange 
programme as part of their studies. It is important that universities consider the different ways which 
international students might experience their programmes and campus, and become increasingly 
flexible to manage this.  

Would you be interested in taking part in a student exchange programme as part 
of your studies?

Yes

No

Don't know

73%

10%

17%
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To build on these findings, we also asked those candidates who would be interested in student exchange 
programmes why this was the case. The potential to discover new cultures and communities and the 
ability to establish new friends and connections were the most popular perceived benefits, with 73% and 
66% selecting these options respectively. 

When asked to explain more about the reason they were interested in a student exchange programme, 
respondents cited opportunities to broaden their cultural experience as well as opportunities to 
demonstrate their adaptability to future employers:

“I have previously taken 
part in an exchange 
programme during my 
undergraduate studies. 
It has been an enriching 
experience both 
academically and culturally. 
Therefore, I would love to 
take part in an exchange 
program again.”

“Because it’s a good 
opportunity to learn 
a new language, and 
also learn about other 
cultures. Besides, it can be 
preparation for studying 
overseas on a longer basis, 
I think it’d help me to figure 
out whether I’m ready to 
start a master’s or PhD in 
another country or not.”

“It would be nice to try others Universities and cultures, 
with different teachers and colleagues. If the country has a 
good reputation on my job preference, it would be nice to 
have it on my CV as well.” 
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Which of the following are the reasons that you’re interested in a student 
exchange programme?

1%

1%

47%

59%

66%

73%

Other

None of these

It will help me to learn a foreign language

It will improve my job prospects after I graduate

I can make new friends and connections

Allows me to discover new cultures

We also asked those candidates who weren’t interested in student exchange programmes why this was 
the case. That it wasn’t an option they had considered was the most prominent barrier, with 46% of 
candidates selecting this option. However, when asked to elaborate on why they were not interested 
in an exchange programme, the main reasons for a lack of interest related to the fact that this option 
would feel too short for them and would disrupt their longer-term study plans:

“I consider myself to be a very rigid individual. Knowing that I will 
only be at a particular university for a limited period will deter me 
from establishing friends and adapting to the culture of the new 
environment because I know the experience will be short-lived.”

“I want to spend the short amount of time I get during post 
graduate by building relations with faculty of a college. An 
exchange programme will further reduce the face-to-face 
exposure with faculty of a single college, thus taking away any 
chance of creating a professional relationship with them. Of 
course, I will meet more people, but chances of creating worthwhile 
connections are lower, when the time spent with them are divided 
between colleges.”
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“I think staying in one 
institution has more career 
network opportunities 
compared with exchange 
programmes.”

Which of the following are reasons for you not being interested in a student 
exchange programme?

3%

9%

12%

13%

19%

21%

46%

Other

My foreign language skills aren’t good enough

None of these

My preferred university does not offer this

I want to live permanently in another country

It is too expensive for me

It is not an option I’d considered
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In summary 
Students and universities have been provided with an opportunity to reflect 
on the benefits and shortcomings of online learning by the pandemic. The 
perceived lack of interaction between students and lecturers over online 

programmes is something which universities must consider how to mitigate. 
Universities considering the introduction of online or hybrid programmes 

must find ways to convince students of the value of feeling part of a learning 
community (which they currently feel cannot be fully replicated online). It’s 

also worth considering the levels of interest in student exchange programmes, 
and whether there is capacity for increasing links with international partner 

universities.
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Section 3 
Graduate outcomes 
and finding 
employment  
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Key findings

41% 
of candidates plan 
on remaining in the 
country of their 
studies temporarily 
after graduating from 
university

59% 
of candidates claim 
that being able to 
learn new skills is the 
most important career 
consideration when 
choosing a course 

70% 
of candidates believe 
that problem-solving 
skills are the most 
sought-after skillset by 
potential employers

56% 
of candidates cite 
a high graduate 
employment rate as 
the most important 
graduate outcome 
metric when choosing a 
university

In this section, we explore the post-study plans of prospective international students wishing to 
study overseas – whether they plan to remain in the country of their studies and in what capacity. 
To build on this, we also evaluate the employment plans of candidates more generally and consider 
the characteristics they look for in a potential employer.  
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What are prospective students’ plans for remaining 
in the country of their studies after they graduate? 

Prospective student decision-making is significantly affected by the post-study work rights of 
international students, which varies considerably from country to country. For prospective international 
students, 16% expect to return home immediately, 41% expect to remain in the country of their studies 
for between one and six years, with a further 15% planning on remaining permanently in the country they 
study in. A further 22% were undecided on their post-study plans.  

Do you expect to return to your home country after completing your course?

16%

12%

11%

10%

8%

15%

8%

22%

Yes - I expect to return home immediately

Yes - I expect to stay in the country for up to 1 year

Yes - I expect to stay in the country for up to 2 years

Yes - I expect to stay in the country for up to 3 years

Yes - I expect to stay in the country for up to 6 years

No - I plan to stay in the country I study in permanently

No - I plan to go elsewhere

Don't know

Given the fact that so many hope to remain in the country of their studies either permanently or 
temporarily, finding employment after they graduate is a key focus for the majority of candidates. 
The graduate employment rate (56%) is the most important graduate outcome measurement that 
candidates consider when choosing a university, followed by a high student satisfaction score (48%) 
and how soon students find employment after graduating (47%). 

With this in mind, it is clear that universities must consider how they can communicate the support they 
offer to future and current students, such as their career services and how they can effectively support 
graduates with the transition into employment, with a particular focus on post-study work visas. 
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When choosing a university, what are the top three most important measures 
when thinking about graduate outcomes?

 

25%

33%

45%

47%

48%

56%

A high rate of students going into further study

A high rate of students going to their preferred
employer

A high rate of students going into their preferred
industry

How soon students find employment after graduating

A high student satisfaction score

A high graduate employment rate

What do prospective students consider when 
choosing a potential employer? 

One of the primary considerations for many candidates when making decisions about their studies 
is that their course helps them to launch or take the next steps in their chosen career path. 63% of 
candidates also cited salary and benefits as the most important factor when it comes to choosing an 
employer. It is vital that prospective students are well informed about what they can expect to earn in 
their first year of employment and that universities and employers alike both appreciate the extent to 
which this factor determines candidate decision-making. Universities must ensure that graduates have 
a comprehensive view of the value their degree can bring in the short term by helping to educate their 
students and to give them a more realistic appreciation of what constitutes a ‘good’ salary to them. 

36% of candidates also highlighted the importance of a good work-life balance. It is worth noting 
this has increased from 31% in 2021 and 30% in 2020, which would suggest the successive cohorts of 
students are increasingly aware of the detrimental impact an imbalanced work-life structure can have 
on their mental health and of the dangers of overwork, resulting in burnout. When it comes to attracting 
high-quality, international university graduates, those employers who can demonstrate their support in 
helping their employees achieve a good work-life balance will benefit more. 

Job satisfaction (32%) and career progression (29%) were other factors to emerge as being important. 
This further reiterates the necessity of employers being able to communicate the ways in which 
graduates can progress within their organisation as well as their employees’ job satisfaction, as these 
are significant factors for students. 
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Please select up to three factors you’d consider when choosing an employer

5%

6%

8%

9%

9%

11%

17%

19%

21%

22%

29%

32%

36%

63%

Diverse workforce

Industry sector

Corporate culture

Prestige of organisation

Geographic location

Company ethics & community involvement

Job security

Training & development

Job role/responsibilities

International opportunities

Career progression

Job satisfaction

Work-life balance

Salary & benefits

To build on these findings, we also asked candidates to think about their most important career 
considerations when it comes to choosing a course. The most important consideration for this audience 
was that their course allows them to learn new skills, with 59% selecting this option, closely followed by 
the ability to progress to a higher level qualification (53%) and gain international experience (51%).

Thinking about your future career, what considerations are most important to you 
when choosing a course?

17%

26%

26%

36%

43%

45%

46%

49%

49%

51%

53%

59%

It will help me to change my career

It allows me to pursue a career in academia

It will help me start / further my own business

It allows me to take up a leadership / general management
position

It will help to boost my salary

It improves my employment prospects

It allows me to progress in my current career path

It is necessary for me to work in the field/job I want

It will help me to build a professional network

It will give me international experience

It allows me to progress to a higher level qualification

It allows me to learn new skills
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Next we asked candidates to evaluate which skills they believed employers valued most in new 
graduates. The skills seen to be of greatest use to employers were problem-solving (70%), 
communication (68%) and the ability to work in a team (66%). In highlighting these, we hope to help 
universities to support their students and graduates to find employment by providing them with a more 
comprehensive framework for how to adapt their course structures and help career services within 
universities. 

What skills do you think employers value most in new graduates?

18%
27%

36%
37%

45%
45%
45%
46%
47%

49%
52%

57%
66%

68%
70%

Commercial awareness
Negotiating skills

Resilience / dealing with conflict
Data skills (analytical / quantitative)

Technical skills
Organisational skills

Language skills
Depth of knowledge in subject

Interpersonal skills (relates well to others)
Leadership skills

Creativity
Flexibility / adaptability
Ability to work in a team

Communication skills
Problem-solving skills

Finally, we asked candidates what kind of organisation they would like to be employed in after 
completing their studies. Over half of all respondents would like to be employed in a large enterprise 
or corporation (51%), while over a third would like to be employed in government or public sector roles 
(35%). To facilitate this, it is important that universities take note of global trends in the skills and 
aptitudes which major organisations are looking for and that university career services continue to work 
closely with employers. 

What kind of workplace would you like to be employed in when you have finished 
your studies?

4%

19%

23%

24%

35%

51%

My family's business

A small or medium business

A non-government organisation (NGO)

My own business

A government or public sector role
 (including a school, hospital etc)

A large enterprise or corporation
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In summary 
To support their student populations to find employment, universities are 

increasingly being challenged to improve their offering. For those students who 
have ambitions to remain in the country of their studies after graduating, career 
support services are going to be crucial in providing this assistance. Given that 
candidates have expressed an interest in working in a full range of workplaces, 
it is vital that careers support extends across a full range of areas, from large 

corporations to public sector roles as well as the entrepreneurial skills needed 
to run a business. 
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Section 4 
Priority markets: 
understanding 
candidate decision-
making where it 
matters most
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Key findings

High-quality teaching, a 
good reputation at a subject 
level and a welcoming 
destination for international 
students are all important 
factors to candidates from 
the main international 
student markets

Information about teaching 
staff and work experience, 
practical tips to help with 
their applications as well as 
avenues to connect with 
existing international students 
are all useful topics to include 
in a university’s marketing 
communications

The cost of living, student 
safety and concerns over 
getting a job after graduating 
are all significant sources 
of concern for prospective 
students from the main 
international student markets

In this section, we analyse the responses 
from prospective students from the biggest 
markets for international students and 
discuss their decision-making priorities and 
preferences. 
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What are their most important priorities 
when choosing a university? 

China: In addition to the 
quality of teaching (which is 
the most important factor), 
it is worth noting that a 
university’s reputation, 
both at an overall and 
a subject level, remain 
important to candidates from 
China. Showcasing strong 
performance at a subject level 
in subject rankings, through 
promotional channels and 
materials is worth considering 
for all institutions. Universities 
can build their reputation 
among prospective students 
by communicating a strong 
institutional or subject ranking 
position. Our research has 
shown that in the minds 
of prospective students, 
a university’s ranking and 
reputation are closely 
interlinked.  

India: The availability of 
scholarships is a major priority 
for candidates from India, 
reiterating the notion that 
it remains a price sensitive 
market. Universities which 
communicate the strength 
and innovation of their 
lecturers and teaching 
practices will connect well 
with candidates from India by 
demonstrating their teaching 
quality credentials. Graduate 
outcomes and employability 
remain important as well, as 

a good careers service and a 
high graduate employment 
rate are both among the top 
five priorities. Demonstrating 
how graduates have been 
supported in starting their 
careers will effectively 
convince Indian candidates 
of a university’s credentials in 
this area.  

South Korea: The 
quality of teaching again is 
the most important factor. As 
with candidates from China, 
reputation and performance 
in rankings are also key 
priorities for this audience. 
Demonstrating institutional 
performance both at an overall 
and a subject level will go far 
in convincing candidates from 
this territory of their teaching 
quality credentials. 

Germany: As with other 
markets, high quality teaching 
is an important factor 
when communicating with 
candidates from Germany. 
The second most important 
priority is the availability 
of a specific course, which 
reiterates the importance of 
targeted promotion of any 
unique or new additions to an 
institution’s course portfolio. 
A welcoming environment for 
international students is also 
key, so any targeted initiatives 

which aim to help international 
students integrate themselves 
into their new surroundings 
will be well received by this 
audience.  

France: High quality 
teaching is by far the 
most important factor for 
candidates from France. 
A good reputation at a 
subject level is also key 
and strong performance in 
independent rankings can 
help to communicate this. 
A welcoming environment 
for international students is 
also important and can be 
communicated by showcasing 
the size and depth of an 
institution’s international 
student community in their 
marketing.  

Vietnam: Reputational 
factors are less important to 
candidates from Vietnam. The 
availability of scholarships 
and a welcoming environment 
for international students 
are preferred over these, 
which reiterates its status as 
another price sensitive market. 
Employability is once again an 
important factor with a good 
careers service also making it 
into the top five. 
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40%

45%

46%

55%
63%

The overall reputation of the institution

It is well-ranked

It offers a specific course I am interested in

It has a good reputation for my chosen subject area

It offers high quality teaching

62%

43%
47%

49%
56%

The overall reputation of the institution
It is well-ranked

It offers a specific course I am interested in
It has a good reputation for my chosen subject area

It offers high quality teaching

57%

45%
45%

48%
49%

It has a high graduate employment rate
It has a good careers service and links with employers

It has a good reputation for my chosen subject area
It offers scholarships

It offers high quality teaching

63%

40%
50%

54%
56%

The overall reputation of the institution
It has a good reputation for my chosen subject area

It is welcoming to international students
It offers a specific course I am interested in

It offers high quality teaching

66%

46%
47%

48%
49%

It offers a specific course I am interested in
It is well-ranked

It is welcoming to international students
It has a good reputation for my chosen subject area

It offers high quality teaching

63%

42%
44%

49%
55%

It has a good careers service and links with employers
It offers a specific course I am interested in

It is welcoming to international students
It offers high quality teaching

It offers scholarships
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Which of the following are most useful to you 
when making decisions about your studies?

China: Information about 
teaching staff experience 
and qualifications is the 
most useful marketing 
communication for candidates 
from China. Understanding 
who they are and information 
about their background 
is highly valued by this 
audience, especially any 
experience outside the 
world of academia. Stories 
about current and former 
international students are also 
well received, as peer-to-peer 
advocacy carries significantly 
more weight than any 
recommendations imparted by 
the university itself.  
 

India: Information on 
work placements and links 
to industry are the most 
valued topic by candidates 
from India (reiterating the 
importance of this issue 
when choosing a university). 
Gaining an understanding of 
how a university supports its 
students with work experience 
both during and after their 
studies is crucial for this 
audience. Accommodation 
information is also highly 
valued and is seen as a key 
part of the student experience.  

South Korea: As 
with candidates from 
China, information about 
teaching staff experience 
and qualifications are the 
most desired marketing 
communication to candidates 
from South Korea. Making it 
easy for candidates to explore 
lecturers’ backgrounds will be 
highly valued by this audience.  
 

Germany: For candidates 
from Germany, practical tips 
to help with their application 
are the most valued marketing 
communication. Knowing 
how to optimise the process 
and how to find out what 
selectors are prioritised most 
when reviewing an application 
will most effectively convert 
this audience along the 
conversion funnel. 
 

France: The ability 
to connect with existing 
international students is 
what candidates from France 
value most. Our research on 
peer-to-peer engagement 
has shown that often the 
reason they prioritise this is 
to get an impression of the 
social aspects of attending a 
university – campus life, clubs 
and societies are what this 
audience will respond to in 
marketing communications.  
 

Vietnam: Candidates 
from Vietnam also value 
the ability to connect with 
existing students and are the 
only major market to include 
meetings with admissions 
staff at fairs or information 
sessions as a key element they 
would like.  
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Practical tips to help with your application

Practical tips to help with your application

Practical tips to help with your application

Practical tips to help with your application

Practical tips to help with your application

Stories about current and former international students

Information on work placements and links to industry

The ability to connect with existing international students
to ask questions

The ability to connect with existing international students
to ask questions

The ability to connect with existing international students
to ask questions

The ability to connect with existing international students
to ask questions

The ability to connect with existing international students
to ask questions

The ability to connect with existing international students
to ask questions

Information about teachings staffs'experience and qualifications

Information about teachings staffs' experience and qualifications

Information about teachings staffs' experience and qualifications

Information about teachings staffs' experience and qualifications

Information about teachings staffs' experience and qualifications
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39%

40%

45%

52%

55%

44%

47%

58%

64%

66%

Stories about current and former international students

Stories about current and former international students

Stories about current and former international students

Stories about current and former international students

Accommodation information

Accommodation information

Accommodation information

Information about teachings staffs' experience and qualifications

Information on work placements and links to industry

Information on work placements and links to industry

Information on work placements and links to industry

Meetings with Admissions Staff at Fairs or Information Sessions

 

40%

45%

48%

49%

53%

44%

48%

52%

53%

55%

44%

48%

49%

53%

56%

46%

46%

51%

53%

57%
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What worries you most about studying in a 
different country?

China: Safety is the most 
prominent concern for 
candidates from China (71%). 
It is important to include 
messages of reassurance to 
students and their parents 
about everything in place to 
support student safety and 
wellbeing, clearly outlining 
which services are available 
and how to access them. 
Academic pressures are a 
significant secondary source 
of worry, so any specific 
support services which 
provide academic or study 
support would also be likely to 
resonate well.  
 

India: Cost of living is 
the main driver of concern 
for candidates from India, 
however, getting a job is 
also a significant source of 
worry for them. We have seen 
the importance of a high 
graduate employment rate 
and a good careers service 
when choosing a university, 
so it may be unsurprising to 
see concerns about getting 
a job also emerging here. By 
communicating employment 
opportunities both during and 
after their studies, universities 
can help to alleviate 
these worries.  

South Korea: Outside 
the cost of living, which is a 
prominent concern, candidates 
from South Korea also cite 
concerns about academic 
pressures and whether they will 
do well or not. Any additional 
support which universities 
are able to provide with their 
studies will be positively 
received by this audience.  
 

Germany: Cost of living 
is also the most significant 
source of worry for candidates 
from Germany, however finding 
suitable accommodation 
is a prominent secondary 
concern. Communicating 
the accommodation options 
available to candidates during 
their studies and the support 
they can provide for students 
looking to rent from private 
landlords is a key message 
which needs to be employed 
by universities. 

France: For candidates 
from France, cost is a worry. 
The cost of living (60%) 
and finding accommodation 
(51%) are both significant 
concerns which may well 
be related to concerns over 
the price of day-to-day 
life. A significant number 
of prospective students 
(44%) are also concerned 
about whether they’ll do well 
academically so it’s important 
to reassure students from 
France of any support services 
available to help them adapt 
to a new education system 
alongside any cost-of-living or 
accommodation support.  
 

Vietnam: Cost is once 
again the overarching worry 
for students from Vietnam. 
Cost of living (75%) is the 
major concern followed by 
scholarships (60%) and 
getting a job (49%). 53% of 
prospective students also 
mentioned safety as a worry so 
it’s also important to highlight 
everything in place to provide 
security and support to 
students on campus. 
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38%
40%

49%
52%

71%

Being made to feel unwelcome
Cultural differences

Whether I will do well academically
Cost of living

Safety

33%
34%

52%

62%
69%

Getting a job
I will miss my home, family and friends

Whether I will do well academically

Finding accommodation
Cost of living

41%
46%

53%
55%

66%

Getting a job
Availability of scholarships

Safety
Whether I will do well academically

Cost of living

31%
40%

44%
51%

60%

Safety
I will miss my home, family and friends

Whether I will do well academically
Finding accommodation

Cost of living

41%
49%

53%
60%

75%

Whether I will do well academically
Getting a job

Safety
Availability of scholarships

Cost of living

45%
53%

59%

62%
74%

Finding accommodation
Safety

Availability of scholarships

Getting a job
Cost of living
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In summary 
While it’s not always possible to adapt messaging for every market, it’s 
important to understand the differences in concerns, preferences and 

expectations. It is worth considering which markets are the most important 
to achieving institutional objectives and ensuring prospective students from 

those markets have their needs met as much as possible. Where geographical 
diversification of international student markets is a key objective, it’s worth 

taking the time to understand how marketing strategy and tactics may need to 
be adapted to appeal to students in those markets. 
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Section 5 
External influences 
on candidate 
decision-making 
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Key findings

The decision to study abroad can make deciding which university to attend an exponentially more 
challenging one. Not only do prospective students have to assess the employment, safety and 
logistics of studying in a particular country (all from a distance), but they also have to decide which 
university to attend. 

Candidates will discuss their options with a range of individuals, from family, agents and 
representatives from selected institutions, included in conversations at one point or another. A 
number of interested parties will review institutional marketing campaigns, even though they are 
predominantly aimed at students. In this section we determine who has the most influence on 
student decision-making and in what areas.

67% 
of candidates will speak 
to their parents about 
their study options, 
with 53% claiming their 
parents have ‘a lot 
of’ or ‘a fair’ amount 
of influence on their 
decision-making

56% 
of candidates will speak 
to their parents about 
their choice of country 
to study in

37% 
of candidates believe 
that student safety is 
the topic which their 
parents are most 
concerned about when 
making study decisions

62% 
of candidates believe 
international education 
agents are a trusted 
source of information 
on studying overseas
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How much influence do certain individuals have on 
student decision-making? 

Parents are the most significant source of influence on candidate decision-making, with 67% of 
candidates discussing their study options with them. Parents are most likely to provide emotional 
guidance and support and advise on which institutions or country is the best fit for the student, as well 
as having the best understanding of their child’s interest, fears and aspirations. 

Advisors are another significant source of influence, as they can provide practical advice on whether 
a student’s learning and career goals will be met by a particular institution by using their expertise in 
education and their relationship with the student. 43% of respondents have discussed or will discuss 
their study options with an advisor at the institution they are currently in, suggesting that candidates 
particularly trust the advice of the education expert they are already familiar with.  

Only a fifth of all candidates will discuss their study options with an agent. Given that not all countries 
utilise agents to the same degree, this may be unsurprising however. Later in this section we will take 
a more in-depth look at the candidate-agent relationship, including at what stages of the decision-
making process agents provide the most value and why. 

Have you or will you discuss your study options with any of the following?

20%

24%

27%

33%

43%

67%

Agent

Other family member (not parents or siblings)

Student ambassadors from a university I'm
interested in

Brothers/sisters

Advisors at my current school / college / university

Parents

The focus of each decision which needs to be made in relation to their studies can determine which 
individuals candidates will speak to throughout their decision-making process. Whilst candidates will 
speak with parents about a full range of aspects, it is their choice of country that they are especially 
likely to speak to them about. This reiterates the notion that students are more likely to utilise their 
personal relationships to help make decisions about factors outside of study itself, particularly with the 
destination country having such an influence on the wider study-abroad experience for the candidate, 
including safety, cost and culture of a destination. It is arguably the elements that have a broader impact 
on a student’s time away, outside of their studies, that are more significant in these discussions, whilst 
also acknowledging that course and institution are still significant points of discussions between family 
and candidate. 
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By contrast, candidates are more likely to speak to student ambassadors and advisors about those 
elements that specifically shape their educational experience – namely their choice of course and 
university. Universities must develop strong partnerships with schools and colleges in priority markets in 
order to adapt and expand their marketing messaging to target a wider group of audiences. 

What have you discussed with these people?

16%

15%

31%

23%

52%

18%

10%

23%

27%

62%

16%

16%

32%

23%

50%

Other family

Student ambassadors from an institution
I am interested in

Advisor at my current school

Brothers/Sisters

Parents

Course Country University

Whilst this data proves that parents are involved in the decision-making process for the majority of 
candidates, it is worth exploring the extent to which this influence is exerted. 53% claim their parents 
have ‘a lot of’ or ‘a fair amount of’ influence on their decision-making according to our survey. 

Due to the cost, distance and unfamiliarity of the destination, parents may consider there to be a 
greater degree of risk when their child travels abroad to study, compared to their home country. It is 
crucial that institutions do not neglect this audience in their messaging given that the concerns of 
parents may differ to those of the candidates themselves. Parents’ influence on a student’s decision-
making process does not end at the point of enrolment, as there is also evidence that parents play a 
significant role in student retention rates. 
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Overall, how much influence do your parents have about what and 
where to study?

17%

36%

32%

14%

A lot of influence

A fair amount of influence

Not very much influence

No influence at all

To build on these findings, we also asked candidates what they believed their parents prioritised the 
most in their discussions. When asked about this, respondents claimed that their parents considered 
the safety of a destination to be the most important factor of their child’s higher education experience. 
Given that this may be the first instance of true independence for a student, it is vital that universities 
can reassure both candidate and parent that student safety is a priority, with parents unable to offer the 
same degree of protection and support, due to the distance between them. 
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Respondents also claim that their parents are concerned about whether their children will get to study 
the course they want to and whether their course will lead to meaningful employment. While both 
of these are considered significantly less important than student safety, it is perhaps unsurprising 
that parents consider the employability of their child to be of great importance, given the financial 
security this can provide. To help boost their appeal amongst parents, universities should consider 
communicating their employability rating and career service offering. 

Thinking about your parents, how important do you think they would consider 
each of the following aspects of your international study to be?

 

10%

13%

18%

23%

37%

16%

18%

23%

24%

19%

22%

18%

22%

22%

16%

26%

20%

21%

19%

14%

26%

31%

17%

12%

13%

Whether I will have an
enjoyable experience

Prestige of the university

Studying a course that will get
me a good job

Studying the course I want to
study

Safety of the destination

1 - Most important 2 3 4 5 - Least important
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How much do candidates rely on support 
from agents? 

Depending on which region they are from, the extent to which international candidates discuss their 
study options can vary significantly. 40% of all candidates have either used an agent or are considering 
the use of one, while 42% have no plans to use an agent at all. 

Are you planning to or have you already used the services of an international 
education agent?

24%

16%

42%

19%

Have used an agent

Planning to use, but haven't yet

Not planning to use an agent

Unsure

To build on these findings, we also asked those who had either used or were intending to use an agent 
what their opinion of them was. The results suggest that while agents are predominantly seen as 
useful and trusted sources of information, they are less likely to influence the final choice of country 
and university. However, this is not to say that agents have no influence on the process, with 39% of 
respondents claiming they influence their choice of university and 31% the choice of country. 

Agents influence my choices in the following areas – agree or disagree?  

 

14%

10%

3%

3%

26%

21%

6%

7%

29%

30%

30%

20%

25%

32%

48%

46%

6%

7%

14%

24%

Agents influence my choice of
country to study in

Agents influence my choice of
university

Agents are a trusted source of
information on international

study

Agents are useful in helping
me study overseas, but they
don't influence my decisions

Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree nor disagree Agree Strong agree
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Summary: 
Our results have shown how critical it is for institutions not to neglect parents 
from their marketing and communication efforts and to consider the influence 

they have on student decision-making. Plus, another key audience with 
the power to influence candidate decision-making is advisors, both at the 

candidates current place of learning or at the institution they are interested in. 
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Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted a 
number of key challenges which the higher 
education sector must meet in order to 
build its resilience. Not only have institutions 
already proven they can adapt effectively, 
but there are also indications that the 
sector is well equipped to meet these future 
challenges as well.  

Improving their mental health support for 
students, incorporating hybrid learning 
models without leading to a detrimental 
impact on student health, and communicating 

their environmental sustainability impact 
credentials are all areas which universities 
should consider investing in.  

Universities can leverage some of these 
benefits to aid their recruitment efforts 
for the academic year ahead. Through 
cooperation with multiple stakeholders 
from across the sector, they can create 
an environment which is welcoming to 
international students, one which provides 
them with multiple options after they 
graduate.  

Communicating their 
environmental impact 

credentials will become 
increasingly important 
for universities. Many 
candidates agree that 

universities have a 
responsibility to take 

action in this area and 
could be doing more to be 

environmentally sustainable, 
so committing to actionable 

changes is crucial.

As we emerge from the 
pandemic, it is clear that 
many candidates prefer a 

full transition back to face-
to-face learning. Moving 
forward, universities will 
need to learn from their 
recent experiences and 

enhance any online teaching 
practices to allow greater 

interactivity between staff 
and students. 

There has been a renewed 
focus on graduate 

outcomes for international 
students. Universities 
must coordinate with 

other stakeholders to raise 
the amount of time that 

international graduates can 
remain in the country after 
completing their studies.

Parents play a notable role in the decision-making 
process of a student – particular when it comes 
to choosing a study destination. US institutions 
in particular must consider this audience when 
communicating their offering – addressing any 

unique questions and concerns that parents 
may have. 

1

4

2 3
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About QS
QS Quacquarelli Symonds is the world’s leading provider of services, analytics 
and insights to the global higher education sector. Our mission is to enable 
motivated people anywhere in the world to fulfil their potential through educational 
achievement, international mobility and career development.  

Our QS World University Rankings portfolio, inaugurated in 2004, has grown to 
become the world’s most popular source of comparative data about university 
performance.  For more information on QS’ rankings, as well as numerous 
free reports, webinars, and other resources visit www.qs.com or contact 
b2bmarketing@qs.com.
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