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Introduction to the 
ANZ International 
Student Survey
It is clear that 2020 was a year of almost unprecedented difficulty in the 
international education sector, not just in Australia and New Zealand, but throughout 
the world. However, we approach 2021 with a renewed sense of optimism, 
owing to the pandemic being largely under control in both countries, as well as 
commencement of a global vaccine rollout, which promises to lead us into recovery 
in the near future.   

The challenges faced in 2020 are known to all. International travel restrictions 
led to a 22% year-on-year decline in international student commencements in 
Australia1, while New Zealand saw a 29% drop in student visa holders between 
February 2020 and 20212. The financial impact of the drop in enrolments in 2020 
was estimated to be around $1.8b for Australian institutions3, while in New Zealand 
the loss is expected to be in the order of ‘hundreds of millions’4 

From a student perspective, strict travel restrictions in both countries, while helping 
to contain the spread of COVID-19, presented would-be students with the difficult 
decision of whether to defer their courses until travel restrictions lift, to commence 
their studies online in their home country, or to look to study in a different country 
which may have looser travel restrictions. Those students who were already in the 
country when the restrictions were implemented were often required to study online 
and remotely, without access to the teaching and social support that can be found 
on campus. In both countries, the revenue shortfalls have sadly led to widespread 
job losses across all areas of university operations.

1   https://www.dese.gov.au/australian-strategy-international-education-2021-2030
2  https://mbienz.shinyapps.io/migration_data_explorer/#
3  https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/universities-facing-2-billion-loss-as-job-cuts-total-more-
than-17-000-20210202-p56yqc.html
4  https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/national/437379/international-student-downturn-costs-700-university-
jobs
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In spite of these obvious challenges, the higher education sectors in both 
countries demonstrated remarkable resilience, providing alternate means of study 
for students stranded abroad, and utilised innovative and creative marketing and 
recruitment strategies to secure future student intakes, despite the environment 
of uncertainty. Australian and New Zealand institutions were still able to 
provide a world-class education to 686,000 and 70,000 international students 
respectively in 202056, and New Zealand is preparing to welcome back 1,000 
returning students over the course of the 2021 academic year7. While a return to 
pre-pandemic levels of international arrivals will likely take several years, there is 
optimism that 2021 will mark the beginning of the restoration process.

As we begin to see the light at the end of the COVID-19 tunnel, attention has 
begun to focus on what the post-pandemic future of international education will 
look like. This is the focus of the first volume of the 2021 QS International Student 
Survey APAC: The Road to Recovery in Australia and New Zealand. 

Now in its ninth year, the QS International Student Survey continues to be the 
largest and most robust research for providing information, insights and context 
on the global prospective international student population. The size of the 
survey has grown once again in 2021, capturing the perspectives of over 100,000 
prospective students, collected in partnership with 115 universities around 
the world. This version of the report looks at data collected from the 30,420 
prospective students who expressed interest in studying in either Australia or New 
Zealand, collected in partnership with 27 universities and TAFE institutions from 
across the two countries.

5  https://www.interest.co.nz/property/107153/number-overseas-students-country-august-was-
down-17-year-ago-and-rate-decline 
6  https://www.afr.com/work-and-careers/education/international-students-won-t-return-until-2022-
20210330-p57fau 
7  https://monitor.icef.com/2021/01/new-zealand-border-exception-will-allow-1000-international-
students-to-return-this-year/ 
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Foreword

I’m delighted to introduce the first volume of 
the 2021 QS International Student Survey – The 
Road to Recovery in Australia and New Zealand. 
The 2021 iteration of our annual survey is the 
largest yet, reaching over 100,000 prospective 
international students for the first time, and 
over 30,000 who are considering Australia or 
New Zealand as a study destination. My sincere 
thanks go out to the 27 universities and TAFE 
institutions across Australia and New Zealand 
who collaborated with us to produce the ISS, and 
in particular to those who took part for the first 
time in 2021. 

It’s no secret that 2020 was a challenging year 
for the international education sector, not only 
in Australia and New Zealand, but around the 
whole world of higher education. The COVID-19 
pandemic has caused widespread disruption to 
our ordinary marketing and recruitment activities, 
while the continued uncertainty around when 
international travel will return to normal has made 
future planning and forecasting difficult.

However, what has stood out to me over the 
course of the last year has not been the scale of 
the challenges that COVID-19 has presented, but 
the resilience, perseverance and ingenuity the 
sector has displayed in meeting those challenges. 
I have been so impressed by colleagues in 
INTLED who have implemented online teaching 
offerings in a matter of months to ensure that 
students stranded in their home country can 
continue learning remotely, pivoted student 
recruitment events from in-person to virtual to 
keep the pipeline full, and especially those in 
students comms, responsible for digging deep 
and deploying positive messages and engaging 
content to keep students interested, assured and 
informed.  

This first edition of the 2021 ISS proves that 
despite the challenges of 2020, Australia and New 
Zealand have both come out the other side of 
2020 with their reputations as safe and welcoming 
study destinations intact – a pleasing revelation 
which will provide the sector with confidence that 
a quick recovery is possible.

The report also examines some of the key issues 
that institutions will be facing over the coming 
years – if online study remains the norm for the 
foreseeable future, how can we maximise the 
student experience in the online classroom? What 
services and initiatives will be most useful for 
promoting good mental health among a student 
body that may be more vulnerable than it has in 
the past? What type of COVID-19 protections will 
students be expecting to see when they do find 
themselves able to travel once again?

As in 2020, we will be producing three further 
editions over the coming months, covering 
a varied range of topics relating to student 
marketing and recruitment and the international 
student experience. We will also host a webinar to 
accompany each report launch to bring together 
sector experts in these valuable discussions. I 
hope you find this first edition of the 2021 ISS 
informative and hopeful, and that it may help 
guide your thinking as we look to emerge from 
the pandemic with more agility and innovation 
than before.

Kym Nguyen
Vice President – 
Client Development, 
QS Enrolment Solutions
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Industry 
comment

Simon Ridings 
Deputy Vice-Chancellor International 
Edith Cowan University and Vice-
President at International Education 
Association of Australia (IEAA)

In a year characterised by disruption and 
uncertainty, the insights provided by the QS 
International Student Survey are indispensable 
for data-driven educational institutions seeking 
to understand the new international education 
landscape. The ISS helps to understand – with 
reference to perspectives from potential students 
- exactly what has changed, what opportunities
and challenges still lie ahead, and what as a sector
we need to do now to recover from the COVID-19
restrictions as soon and as strongly as possible.

It is encouraging to see that Australia’s reputation 
as an international study destination has remained 
strong throughout 2020, and has even improved in 
relation to some other study destinations. This is a 
testament to a comparatively successful national 
response to the pandemic, and the demonstrated 
ability of our universities to continue to provide a 
high-level learning experience throughout a highly 
disrupted year. 

It is even more encouraging to see that most 
prospective students are as much as ever seeking 
a traditional, in-country and on-campus student 
experience, and it is right to remain hopeful 
that our effective pandemic response means 
that we will be able to begin welcoming eager 
international students back to Australia in 2021 
to commence or resume their international study 
plans in the normal way. 

For the time being, however, many current and 
would-be international students find themselves 
unable to enter Australia. For those students, 
we understand the need to provide robust, 
stimulating and effective online learning options. 
This edition of the ISS provides a useful guide as 
to what students want to see in an online learning 
platform, and will be of interest to teaching and 
academic staff looking to build upon the solutions 
put into place in the early stages of the pandemic. 

Restoring and rebuilding Australian’s international 
education sector will require cooperation between 
universities and governments at state and federal 
level, as well as our overseas partners. The ISS 
reveals the opportunity for universities to take 
steps now to communicate with prospective 
students about the ways in which they will be 
provided with regular detailed information 
about evolving travel requirements, changes 
in application statuses and commencement 
arrangements, and any new developments in 
university operations.

While some factors remain outside of the 
sector’s control, we must continue doing all 
we can to promote Australia’s world leading 
universities, support for international students, 
and unparalleled student experience. In doing so, 
we will ensure that when international travel does 
recommence, Australia will remain at the top of 
the list when students are choosing their preferred 
study destination. 



Key facts

40% Undergraduate
34% Postgraduate (Coursework)

21% Postgraduate (Research)

6% TAFE/Vocational

48% Male

44% Female

7% Other

12% aged 17 - 18 years

17% aged 19 - 20 years

14% aged 21 - 22 years

14% aged 23 - 24 years

17% aged 25 - 26 years

13% aged 27-30 years

13% aged 31 years or older

41% Undergraduate
35% Postgraduate (Coursework)

18% Postgraduate (Research)

6% TAFE/Vocational

Collected responses from 

30,420 prospective prospective 
international students 
considering studying in Australia 
or New Zealand

27 institutions 

participated

Fieldwork ran from  

1stJanuary to 31st March 2021

This report includes data from both the 2021 QS International Student Survey and the ongoing QS 
Coronavirus Student Survey.

The data source for each question is listed alongside the relevant data.

International Student Survey

Coronavirus Student Survey
Collected responses from 1,267 prospective international students considering studying in Australia or 
New Zealand

Responses collected between 1st January – 31st March 2021 were analysed

International Student Survey 2021 | 7
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Recommendations
Preparing students for their studies in 
Semester One 2022

1. Clearly promote to prospective students the success that Australia and New Zealand have
had in managing the COVID-19 pandemic

Australia and New Zealand have both performed admirably in controlling the outbreaks of COVID-19 in 
their respective countries, and this has not gone unnoticed by prospective international students. These 
results have the potential to act as an important recruitment drawcard, with over 50% of prospective 
students indicating that they had reconsidered which country to study in based on the way each 
country’s government has managed the pandemic. 

However, these favourable results have the potential to be offset by each country’s strict international 
travel controls, with 58% saying that they would be looking to study in a country that is already open for 
international students, rather than wait for their preferred country to be open. 

These results illustrate that while perceptions of having handled the pandemic well are working to the 
advantage of both Australia and New Zealand, it is extremely important that both countries have a 
clear plan and timetable for international students to return to the country, limiting the possibility of 
prospects choosing another country when they may have otherwise preferred to study here.

2. Institutions must be able to offer accessible and low-cost quarantine options for when
international travel is open again

Reassuringly, the overwhelming majority of prospective students said that they would be prepared 
to undertake a mandatory quarantine in their destination country before commencing their studies. 
However, there is an expectation that at least some of the cost of quarantine would be covered by 
someone other than themselves (likely the institution they have enrolled at, or subsidised by the 
government of their destination country or city).

Students also expressed a strong preference for their quarantine to be conducted on campus – two 
thirds said they would prefer to undertake their quarantine in an on-campus hall of residence, rather 
than a hotel.

With affordability a primary concern for most prospective students, a favourable quarantine 
arrangement may serve as an enticement to choose Australia or New Zealand over other countries.
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3. Set up and highlight the support services available to students to manage their academic
and mental wellbeing during the pandemic

COVID-19 presented a range of challenges for maintaining the social and mental wellbeing of students 
of all types, including increased social isolation and lack of access to campus services and facilities. As a 
result, international students will be relying on their chosen institution to not only provide a high-quality 
learning experience, but to provide access to social, emotional and pastoral support mechanisms, and 
to put measures in place to ensure that students are appropriately supported in all aspects of their 
academic and non-academic life. 

The survey results suggest a high level of demand for formalised support services, including student 
counselling, mental health advice services, 24-hour helplines and the ability for these services to 
provide referrals to health care professionals.

With expectations around the cost of living still the most pressing concern for prospective students 
about their future studies, it will remain vitally important for institutions to provide to their international 
student bodies services like employment and housing assistance, financial and banking services and 
access to discounted and subsidised goods.

4. While the focus remains on COVID-19 and its impact on student enrolment, remember to
continue to provide the most up-to-date advice on key information areas, such as application
and fee details

Understandably, prospective students are seeking a broad spectrum of information about COVID-19 
and the impact that it has had on their future studies. Some of the most common types of information 
sought in this regard include information regarding local COVID-19 outbreaks, updated travel 
information and details on changes to university operations and teaching delivery modes.

However, there is also still a need to continue providing a steady stream of information on the core 
aspects of the student application and enrolment process – 78% are still seeking more information on 
funding and scholarships, 61% are looking for more information to help them choose a study destination, 
while around half are looking for more information on what program to study and how to prepare their 
application and admissions forms.

While COVID-19 and its impact on international study may still be a top-of-mind issue for institutions 
and prospective students alike, the results serve as a reminder of the importance of equipping students 
with the core information they need to make an informed decision about where and what to study.
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5. Offering online study as an option to students currently based offshore will be most
effective when presented as a temporary option, with the promise of being able to
travel to their destination country as soon as possible

In 2021, most prospective students are seeking a traditional, in-country and on-campus study 
experience – a preference which has been affected very little by the COVID-19 pandemic. However, with 
on-campus study not possible in the near future for most prospective students, they are increasingly 
faced with the decision to start their studies online, to defer their studies until they can undertake them 
in-person or to look to study in another country which is accepting international travellers.

The results show that 44% of prospective students would be interested in starting their degree online, if 
it meant that they would be able to travel to their destination country to study on-campus when able to 
do so. A further 27% were undecided, and 39% said that they would consider studying online if it came 
with a discount to their tuition fees. 

These kinds of concessions, which will allow students to commence their studies earlier, while still being 
able to pursue their intention of studying on campus when they are able to, will be crucial in securing 
enrolments in the short-term while international travel into Australia and New Zealand is still severely 
restricted.

6. Although online study remains a key part of the teaching delivery mix, it should be made
as interactive as possible, facilitating interactions between students and their lecturer, and
conducted in time zones which allow offshore students to take part

Given that online study is likely to be the de-facto standard mode of instruction for many students in 
2021, particularly those who are currently based off-shore, it is critical that institutions are cognisant of 
the needs and expectations of their students in relation to online learning, and deliver an experience 
which can replicate an in-person experience as best as possible.

The results of the ISS show a strong desire for any online learning to maintain a high level of 
interactivity, allowing students to converse with their lecturers and fellow students in real-time to 
discuss course content and participate in activities, while also providing the option for ‘asynchronous’ 
learning in the form of recorded lecturers and written material to engage with. 

The desire for large elements of the study experience to be synchronous presents time zones 
challenges, with students likely to be located throughout the world and in different time zones. A high-
level online learning program will require flexibility and adaptability on the part of teaching staff to meet 
this challenge and make sure that the online learning experience is an enriching and rewarding one, 
regardless of where the students are physically located.
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Section 1 - The response 
to COVID-19
How has covid-19 impacted perspectives 
on destination countries?
Overall, the results show that most prospects believe that both Australia and New Zealand have 
performed admirably in handling the COVID-19 pandemic. According to our analysis, 94% of those 
interested in studying in New Zealand believed the country had handled the pandemic ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ 
well, while 87% of those interested in studying in Australia said the same. 

This is not too surprising, as these respondents have already expressed an interest in studying in one 
of those two countries, and hence could be expected to already hold favourable views about them. 
However, it should provide some level of reassurance that COVID-19 handling is unlikely to have a 
negative impact on recruitment in future years – indeed, it may have a positive impact.

Note: The results for the following questions have been split into the ‘Australian sample’ and ‘New 
Zealand sample’, according to which country the respondent expressed interest in studying in.

How do you think the following countries have handled the COVID-19 outbreak?
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56% said they had reconsidered where to study due to the way 
that different governments had managed the pandemic in their 
own country. 
Source: Coronavirus Student Survey

Along with the question of how well each country has handled the pandemic, it is also important 
to understand how the events of the past year have impacted the perception of each country as a 
welcoming destination for international students.

On this measure, the results are still broadly positive – 54% of those considering studying in New 
Zealand believe the country has become more welcoming to international students, and only 24% 
believe it has become less welcoming. For Australia, 52% of prospects believe the country has become 
more welcoming, and 28% believe it has become less welcoming.

Do you think these countries are becoming more or less welcoming to 
international students from your own country?
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When considering how effective the universities themselves have been in supporting international 
students during the COVID-19 pandemic, the most common response was ‘moderately effective’, 
which was selected by 44% of prospective students. Conversely, 28% said that universities had been 
‘extremely’ or ‘very’ effective, and the same proportion said they had been ‘slightly’ or ‘not at all’ 
effective.

How effective do you think universities have been in supporting international 
students during the outbreak of the coronavirus?

8 20 45 18 10Total

Extremely Very Moderately Slightly Not at all

Source: QS Coronavirus Student Survey
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Spotlight on Australia
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While New Zealand scores marginally better on the ‘management of COVID-19’ 
scale and Canada performs somewhat better on the ‘change in welcomeness’ scale, 
Australia has performed well on both measures, and comfortably exceeded the United 
Kingdom and United States.

Example prospective student comments

Reasons Australia has become 
more welcoming Reasons Australia has become less welcoming

Proactive with pilot programs for 
returning students

“Australia is more welcoming because Australian 
states and territories are working with education 

providers to develop small-scale pilot programs to 
welcome international students back.”

Responsible handling of COVID-19 pandemic

“Because they can handle the COVID-19 outbreak 
and the people there are following the rules.”

Higher application acceptance rates

“The acceptance rates for admission in Australia is 
higher than most countries. Therefore more people 

from my country go to Australia.”

More visible marketing

“The rising amount of advertisements by several 
Australian institutions in my home town in the past 

few years.”

COVID-19 related border restrictions

“As I know, Australia has no plans to open borders 
until the end of this year.”

“Because they are trying to prevent the spread 
of COVID-19 there by limiting the number of 

international students from abroad.”

Perceived lack of support for international 
students during the pandemic

“Australia mistreated international students during 
the COVID-19 crisis by not providing subsides.”

Geopolitical tensions

“The stressful International trade circum-stances 
with China.”

Dissatisfaction with online study

“No fee waiver during this pandemic even for online 
study modules.”
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Spotlight on New Zealand
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Among those considering New Zealand, the country scores comfortably above 
Australia and Canada, and is equal with Canada on the ‘welcoming’ scale. On both 
measures, New Zealand score is much higher than that of the United Kingdom and 
United States.

Example prospective student comments

Reasons New Zealand has become 
more welcoming

Reasons New Zealand has become 
less welcoming

Favourable immigration laws

“New Zealand is more welcoming due to their 
immigration laws accommodating international 

students.”

Accepting and multi-cultural society

“Because of their belief in diversity and multi-
culturalism. In addition, prohibiting racism, bullying, 

racism… and any negative behaviours.”

“New Zealand is a country with diverse atmosphere 
and cultures and it is very welcoming for 

my country.”

Favourable views of Jacinda Ardern

“New Zealand’s Prime Minister is one of the kind 
heart woman, she welcomes overseas students 

very warmly.”

COVID-19 related border restrictions

“As New Zealand is already [COVID-19 free] it has 
restricted access of students from countries where 

cases are high. Also, students have to pay extra 
money for isolation facilities and increased standard 

of living cost in NZ.”

“Because they are extremely strict when it comes 
to COVID-19 restrictions, which made the mission 
for international students to travel to New Zealand 

much tougher.”

“New Zealand has a few to no cases so it’s just a 
preventative measure on their part.”
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Will prospects be willing to undertake a 
quarantine on arrival?

When international travel does resume, it is likely that arrivals will have to undergo a quarantine of some 
type, such as the two-week hotel quarantine which became standard in Australia in 2020. 

The vast majorities of both those seeking to study in New Zealand and those seeking to study in 
Australia were prepared to undertake a quarantine of this nature – 90% of those considering New 
Zealand, and 85% of those considering Australia. 

Would you be willing to undertake a two-week hotel quarantine if it were required 
to travel to your destination country?

Australia
Yes No Don’t know

85% 6% 9%

New Zealand
Yes No Don’t know

90% 3% 7%

Source: International Student Survey

When looked at by source country, it can be seen that prospects from China are least likely to be willing 
to quarantine (although more than two thirds would still be prepared to do so), while at least 4-in-5 of 
those from other key markets said that they would be willing to quarantine.

Willingness to quarantine by country

China India Vietnam Thailand South Korea

70% 79% 91% 92% 80%
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66% would prefer to quarantine in a student ‘hall of residence’, 
while 34% would prefer to quarantine in a hotel 
Source: Coronavirus Student Survey

58% said they would look to study in a country that is already 
open for international students to travel to, while 42% intend to 
wait until their preferred country is available 
Source: Coronavirus Student Survey

It is also important to understand how the cost of any mandatory quarantine period is expected to be 
distributed between the student and other parties (such as the institution they are attending, or the 
government of the country they are travelling to).

The results suggest that while almost all prospects are happy to undertake a mandatory quarantine, 
they would expect that a significant proportion of the cost involved in such an undertaking would be 
borne by someone other than themselves. Around half of the prospects said they should pay no more 
than 20% of the total cost, while just 14% said that they should pay for half of more. While these results 
should be considered in context – it is likely that many respondents would be prepared to pay more than 
what they have suggested here if required to do so – it does suggest that there is a broad expectation 
that they would receive some financial assistance for any mandatory quarantine.

If you were asked to undergo a hotel quarantine, what percentage of the cost of 
quarantine do you think you should have to pay for yourself? 
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32
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Source: International Student Survey
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Section Summary
• Both Australia and New Zealand are seen to have performed admirably

in managing their COVID-19 outbreaks by prospective students who are
considering studying in those countries.

• Despite travel restrictions limiting the ability for international students
to come to Australia and New Zealand in 2020, most prospects believe
that their overall welcoming attitude to international students has either
increased or remained the same over this time.

• There is a high level of willingness to undertake a hotel quarantine if one
is required in order to travel to Australia or New Zealand, although it is
expected that at least some of the cost of doing so would be borne by the
university or government of the destination country.
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Section 2 - Post-COVID-19 
student wellbeing

Along with understanding how COVID-19 has impacted prospective students’ views of their potential 
destination countries, it is equally important to understand how both current and future students can be 
made to feel safe and welcome during their studies, and what types of measures they would expect to 
have in place to be confident enough to travel abroad to study.

A majority of prospects said they would only consider travelling to their destination country once there 
were few or no COVID-19 cases in that country (54%), and when they had access to a vaccine (52%). 

While Australia and New Zealand do both have the pandemic largely under control as of early 2021, and 
a vaccine has been developed and is currently being distributed throughout the world, scarcity of supply 
means that the vaccine remains difficult to access for many – particularly young, healthy people who 
are most likely to be seeking to study internationally. Vaccine distributors believe that they will have 
the production capacity to have ‘most of the world’ vaccinated by the end of 20211 (although other 
logistical challenges may prevent them from being administered by this time), giving some hope that 
this requirement will also be fulfilled for many prospective students in the near future.

Additionally, 44% said that they would not consider travelling to a country to commence their studies 
until their campuses had reopened for in-person teaching. With most campuses across Australia and 
New Zealand opening for the commencement of the 2021 academic year, it appears as though this 
requirement will be met. 

The requirement to wear masks in some situations is expected to be in place long-term – only 9% said 
they would not consider travelling while mandatory mask-wearing is in place and 11% said they did not 
care about what restrictions or requirements were in place – they would be looking to leave as soon as 
international travel restrictions are lifted.

Which of the following would you need to have in place to feel comfortable 
travelling internationally to study?

3

7

12

44

52

54

Something else

Mask-wearing not required

None - Will travel as soon as allowed

Campuses open for in-person teaching

Access to a COVID-19 vaccine

Few or no COVID-19 cases in destination country

Source: International Student Survey

1  https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-00727-3
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66% of prospective students said that they would take 
a vaccine if one was offered to them, and a further 27% are 
undecided 
Source: Coronavirus Student Survey

Despite the obvious focus on COVID-19 in the marketing and recruitment process, it is important not 
to forget the core aspects of the decision-making and application process – 78% said that they were 
seeking more information on funding and scholarships, and 61% on choosing a study destination, while 
just under half were seeking more information on preparing for admissions exams, researching programs 
to study and application and essay writing. 

Which of the following do you need more information on as a result of the 
coronavirus?

2

4

34

47

48

48

61

78

Nothing

Something else

Alternative forms of study

Application and essay writing

Researching which program to study

How to prepare for admissions exams

Choosing a study destination

Funding and  scholarships

Source: QS Coronavirus Student Survey

In terms of what prospective students think that their campus will look like when they are able to travel 
there, there is a strong expectation that campus life – social activities and events, campus facilities and 
face-to-face classes, will have largely returned to ‘normal’. However, there are still expected to be some 
changes to the campuses for the foreseeable future – a requirement to wear face masks in certain 
situations (49%), some classes like lectures remaining online (45%), potential restrictions or social 
distancing requirements in crowded facilities like libraries and cafeterias (44%) and that class sizes will 
be smaller overall (43%).
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Which of the following do you think will be true of higher education in your 
preferred destination country when you commence your studies?

2

31

43

44

45

49

61

None of the above

It will be easier to get accepted into a course

Class sizes will be smaller

Access to shared facilities (e.g. libraries, cafeterias)
will be restricted

Campus life (social events and activities) will be 
back to normal

Face masks will be required for indoor activities

Some teaching  (e.g. lectures) will remain online

Source: International Student Survey

While international travel is currently restricted into Australia and New Zealand, there is optimism that 
there may be a relaxation of these restrictions at some point in 2021, as the vaccine rollout accelerates, 
and the reach of the pandemic begins to decrease. Furthermore, there is an expectation that 
international student ‘trial’ flights, such as those conducted by Charles Darwin University in late 20202, 
will allow some international students to begin arriving in Australia and New Zealand at some point in 
the 2021 academic year.

Given the fluid situation around these potential developments, prospective students will be highly 
reliant on universities to provide up-to-date, relevant and timely information regarding COVID-19 and 
how it may impact their university studies.

20% of prospective students said that the availability of a 
vaccine has made them want to start their studies early than 
previous planned 
Source: Coronavirus Student Survey

2  https://www.studyinaustralia.gov.au/news/charles-darwin-university-welcomes-international-students-as-flights-land-in-
darwin
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The International Student Survey asked prospective students to provide examples of the types of 
information they would like to receive from universities regarding COVID-19, the most common of which 
are compiled below:

What type of information would you like to receive from universities 
about COVID-19?

• The current COVID-19 regulations within the country (for example, requirements
regarding the wearing of masks, maximum group sizes and social distancing)

• Updates on university operations (for example, whether the campus is open and
for what purposes, changed teaching delivery modes and whether there are any
COVID-19 specific campus rules in place)

• Updates on applications (for example, whether a university is still processing
applications and enrolments, and changes to fees and scholarships)

• Updates on domestic and international travel restrictions, including the latest
information on potential changes to international travel restrictions

• Updates on the COVID-19 situation within a destination country and city, including
numbers of daily cases and the progress of any vaccine rollouts

• General information about COVID-19 which is not specifically related to their studies

What type of support do prospects 
expect to be offered by their institution?
Given the challenges experienced by prospective and current students alike in 2020, higher education 
providers are likely to be increasing their efforts to make sure that their cohorts of commencing and 
returning students are being equipped with the right social, emotional, academic and other forms of 
supports to maximise the overall wellbeing of their student population.

One component to this is making sure that students have access to the right people to provide the right 
kinds of assistance when they are required. On this measure, most prospects said they would most likely 
want to speak to a fellow student for support making social connections – a potentially very important 
component of the study experience given the relative isolation of 2020. Conversely, a majority said 
they would prefer to seek assistance from university staff if they needed advice or assistance on 
employment, mental health, academic support or assistance with housing. 
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If you ever required assistance in one of the following areas, who do you think you 
would first go to in order to seek assistance?

65%

33%

34%

24%

14%

10%

23%

53%

57%

58%

71%

77%

Support making social connection

Support with housing issues

Academic/study support

Mental health support

Support with employment issues

Support with your graduate employment

University Staff Another student

Source: International Student Survey

There have been some shifts in terms of the worries that prospective students have about studying in 
a different country. Unsurprisingly, worries about safety have increased slightly (up 3% to 54%), which 
is likely influenced by concern over the prospect of international travel while COVID-19 is present in the 
community.

Conversely, there have been sharp downward shifts in the scale of worry relating to academic and 
lifestyle factors – worries about missing family and friends have fallen 8% to 22%, and worries about 
food choices and the local climate have each dropped 7% to 15% and 18% respectively. This could reflect 
a change in priorities and a growing resilience among the prospective student population, who may feel 
that as long as their basic needs are meet and they can be assured of their physical safety, they will be 
able to thrive in their destination country.
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What worries you most about studying in a different country?

15 (-7)

18 (-7)

20 (-2)

21 (-3)

22 (-1)

22 (-8)

24 (-6)

31 (-2)

34 (-1)

50 (+1)

50 (-1)

54 (+3)

64 (-2)

74 (-1)

Food choices

Climate

Communicating and studying in English

Speaking the local language

Ability to meet family expectations

Missing home, family and friends

Cultural differences

Doing well academically

Feeling unwelcome

Getting a job

Finding accommodation

Safety

Availability of scholarships

Cost of living

2021 2020

Source: International Student Survey

There have been some shifts in terms of the worries that prospective students have about studying in 
a different country. Unsurprisingly, worries about safety have increased slightly (up 3% to 54%), which 
is likely influenced by concern over the prospect of international travel while COVID-19 is present in the 
community.

Conversely, there have been sharp downward shifts in the scale of worry relating to academic and 
lifestyle factors – worries about missing family and friends have fallen 8% to 22%, and worries about 
food choices and the local climate have each dropped 7% to 15% and 18% respectively. This could reflect 
a change in priorities and a growing resilience among the prospective student population, who may feel 
that as long as their basic needs are meet and they can be assured of their physical safety, they will be 
able to thrive in their destination country.

However, there are some notable differences between markets. While cost of living is a top 
considerations across all key markets, safety is particularly important for Chinese and Vietnamese 
prospects, academic success is particularly important for Chinese and South Korean prospects, 
and being able to find employment is particularly important for Indian, Nepalese and South Korean 
prospects.
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Top three concerns by country of origin

China India Vietnam Nepal South Korea

66% 
Safety 

52% 
Cost of living 

46% 
Doing well 
academically

76% 
Cost of living 

64% 
Scholarships 

63% 
Getting a job

77% 
Cost of living 

53% 
Scholarships 

52% 
Safety

73%  
Scholarships 

68% 
Cost of living 

58% 
Getting a job

68%  
Cost of living 

57%  
Getting a job 

55% 
Doing well 
academically

In terms of the specific measures that universities could consider putting in place to provide further 
support for students’ mental health and overall wellbeing, the most widely valued services include 
access to counselling sessions (54%), a mental health advice service (50%) and a 24-hour student 
helpline (47%), the commonality between the three being the availability of a service that students can 
access when they most need it. 

Conversely, there was less support for study-specific measures like restricting library opening hours to 
prevent over-work (6%), extending the allowed time to complete exams (20%), offering extensions on 
coursework (24%) and tracking class attendance to follow up absences (24%).

The results suggest that prospects generally want to see specialised, professional support available for 
them when they need it, and that this is more important than concessions relating to their studies.

Which of the following should universities be doing to help students’ 
mental health?

1

6

20

24

24

29

30

31

35

38

39

40

47

50

54

None of the above

Restrict library opening hours

Offering extra time in exams

Offering extensions on coursework deadlines

Track attendance at lectures and recommend
support after absences

Establishing student-led support networks

Putting healthy food in vending machines

Offering group therapy sessions

Promoting access to low-cost physical exercise
classes

Promoting access to specialist mental health
mentor supports

Ensure students have an emergency contact
(relative, guardian or friend)

The ability to refer students to a health care
professional

Promoting 24 hour helplines for students

Offering access to a mental health advice service

Offering student counselling sessions

Source: International Student Survey
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Section Summary
• Most prospective students will be looking out to make sure that the

COVID-19 situation is under control in their destination country, and be
waiting for a vaccine to become available before embarking on their
international study. With COVID-19 seen as being well managed in both
Australia and New Zealand, this may present an advantage over other
countries in competition for enrolments.

• There is an expectation that when international students are allowed to
return, the campus life that awaits them will be largely ‘normal’ – although
some measures, such as masks, social distancing and some degree of online
teaching will remain for the foreseeable future.

• Concerns about personal finances, tuition and physical safety remain at
the top of the list of concerns for prospective students, although there has
been a sharp decrease in the levels of worry about how students will cope
academically, socially and culturally in their destination country.

• Prospects expect that institutions will be providing formal, professional
counselling and mental health services to students who require such
services, valuing these services over less formal support services.
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Section 3: Enhancing 
online study

One of the most visible impacts of COVID-19 on international study (as well as higher education in 
general) was the shift from face-to-face study to primarily online and remote study in early 2020. In 
both Australia and New Zealand, institutions began closing campuses and moving classes online when 
COVID-19 began to rapidly spread throughout the world in early March, and in most cases remained 
online-only for the entirety of the academic year.

The beginning of the 2021 academic year comes with a renewed sense of optimism, owing to COVID-19 
being largely under control in both countries, which has enabled campuses to reopen for in-person 
teaching, and for campus life to begin returning to normal. 

However, online study will still remain a key component in the learning mix throughout 2021 and into the 
future, with most universities intending to continue delivering large lectures in an online format, while 
allowing tutorials, laboratory classes and other small group teaching to return to campus. Additionally, 
many commencing and continuing international students who found themselves outside of their 
country of study when the borders were shut in March 2020 remain unable to enter the country in the 
near future, and will be required to continue receiving their instruction online.

Given the large role that online study will continue to have, it is important to understand how this mode 
of study is perceived by prospective students, and what they would expect to see in a high-quality 
online learning environment.

Has interest in online study grown?
In tracking the interest in online study versus other modes of delivery over time, it can be seen that 
there has been a decrease in interest in online study, blended learning and ‘MOOCs’ since last year. 
The proportion who were very or extremely interested in wholly online study has decreased from 31% 
to 24% since the 2020 survey, while interest in blended learning has dropped 10% to 37%, and interest 
in MOOCs has dropped 8% to 27%. Conversely, interest in fully face-to-face study has remained 
steady at 80%.
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How interested are you in the following delivery options? 
% very or extremely interested

28
32 35

27

22 22
28 31

24

33 34

44 47

37

80 80 80

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

MOOCs Distance/Online Blended In-person only

28

Source: International Student Survey

When the question was asked in a slightly different way on the QS Coronavirus Student Survey, it was 
shown that while the proportion of ‘extremely/very’ interested prospects was similar, a further 20% 
were ‘somewhat’ interested, and another 20% were ‘slightly’ interested. 43% had no interest at all in 
studying online.

How interested would you be in studying your degree online because of the 
coronavirus?

9 8 20 20 43Total

Extremely Very Somewhat Slightly Not at all

Source: Coronavirus Student Survey

However, there is substantially more interest in online study when it may come with reduced tuition fees 
– 39% said they would be interested in such an arrangement, while a further 26% were undecided. This
may reflect a view that, while online study is not necessarily out of the question for many students, it
holds a different value proposition which would need to be reflected in the tuition cost.

Would you be interested in studying your degree online if it meant you would not 
have to pay as much in tuition fees?

39 26 35Total

Yes Unsure No

Source: Coronavirus Student Survey
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Similarly, the prospect of commencing their studies earlier, rather than having to wait until international 
travel restrictions are eased, is also a compelling reason to consider online study – 44% said they would 
consider commencing their studies online if it was a temporary measure, in place only until they were 
able to travel, while a further 27% were undecided.

If starting your studies this academic year meant doing the beginning of your 
course online, would you be interested in this?

44 29 27Total

Yes No Unsure

Source: Coronavirus Student Survey

Most prospective students want at least some part of the course 
to be delivered online - 62% said they would want a mixture of 
face-to-face classes. 
Source: Coronavirus Student Survey

How do prospects feel about 
online study?
When considering the prospect of studying online, a majority of prospects believed that online study 
would allow greater flexibility – 55% said it would make it easier to work while studying, and 53% said it 
would make it easier for them to study remotely. Conversely, a greater proportion felt that it would be 
more difficult to ask questions of the lecturer and to communicate with other students.

Do you think the following aspects of online degree courses would be more or 
less accessible to you?

32

40

53

55

13

15

19

16

55

45

29

28

Talking to other students

Asking questions of the lecturer

Being able to study remotely

Being able to work while studying

More accessible Neither Less accessible

Source: International Student Survey
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In terms of what prospects would expect from an online lecture, the most important feature is an 
online chat function which would allow the students to ask questions of the lecturer – meaning that 
the lectures would need to be delivered live in a synchronous format, rather than pre-recorded and 
delivered asynchronously. However, 55% also said that they would expect flexible timetabling options, 
which could potentially pose a challenge if the lectures were to be delivered live, and particularly in 
cases where students are located remotely in differing time zones – it may require multiple lecturers to 
deliver content in different time zones, or for a mixture of synchronous and asynchronous learning.

Large numbers also felt that the ability to take part in interactive exercises, a ‘raise hand’ button to 
directly talk to the lecturer, and the ability to split into smaller groups for discussions was important 
– again reflecting a desire for synchronous learning over self-directed learning, both in relation to
communications with the lecturer and with their fellow students.

If you were to attend a lecture online, what would be the top three most 
important features you would expect from it?

1

3

46

47

51

55

61

Other

None

Splitting into smaller groups for discussion

A 'raise hand' function to ask a question

The option to take part in interactive exercises

Flexible timetabling options

An online chat function to talk to the lecturer

Source: International Student Survey

Given the strong preference for face-to-face study over online study, it is unsurprising that nearly 
two thirds of prospects said they would feel more comfortable asking a question in a face-to-face 
environment, while just 16% said they would prefer to do so online.

Would you feel more comfortable asking questions to the lecturer in an online or 
a face-to-face setting?

63%

Prefer face to face

21%

No preference

16%

Prefer online

Source: International Student Survey

However, there are several reasons why a student would prefer to talk to a lecturer online, rather 
than face-to-face. Some prospects pointed out that an online format reduces the risk of potential 
embarrassment from asking a question in front of a large lecture audience, while others felt that it would 
be easier to get a question answered in a lecture using online software.

In contrast, those who would prefer face-to-face communication generally felt that this style of lecture 
allows a greater level of non-verbal communication, and that it can be ‘awkward’ interrupting an online 
lecture to answer a question.
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Prefer face-to-face Prefer online

“Asking questions in a Zoom is awkward. They 
don’t always see a virtual hand raise, and I 

feel like I’m interrupting a lecture when I ask 
anything.”

“The teacher may also see our faces so that 
they can see and know without asking whether 

their students already understands or not.”

“Because I can express myself easily. Online 
lectures open the doors to a lot of doubts, 

and the questions can be misunderstood. This 
situation might leave confusion.”

“I would very much prefer to see my lecturer 
physically because it would feel more sincere if I 
ask questions face-to-face for them to answer.”

“At least I won’t have to embarrass myself in 
front of everyone during an online lecture.”

“Online curbs shyness as opposed to 
face to face.”

“Lecturer has a more likelihood of seeing and 
answering the question.”

“Since I have social anxiety especially after 
the COVID-19 situation, I would be more 
comfortable asking questions this way.”

Source: International Student Survey

Prospects were split on the question of how they would prefer their online lectures to be structured, 
with a slight majority of 53% preferring a mixture of pre-recorded and face-to-face, 12% preferring all 
pre-recorded lectures and 19% preferring all live-streamed lectures.

There is a noticeable difference in response to this question when the sample is broken down by 
preferred style of communication, with those who prefer face-to-face interaction more likely to prefer 
live lectures, and those who prefer to ask questions online more likely to prefer a pre-recorded lecture. 
This may reflect a difference in learning styles, with the former group preferring real-time, interactive 
learning, while the latter may be more inclined towards self-directed learning. Importantly, a strong 
online teaching program should endeavour to cater to the needs of both cohorts, facilitating direct 
access to lecturers and fellow students, while also allowing independent and self-directed learning for 
those who require less direct interaction.

When attending lectures online, would you prefer them to be pre-recorded or 
live streamed?

22

11

12

28

19

22

11

15

16

26

32

31

13

23

19

Prefer to ask question online

Prefer to ask question face-to-face

Total

All pre-recorded Mostly pre-recorded and some live streamed

No preference Mostly live streamed and some pre-recorded

All live streamed

Source: International Student Survey
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Section Summary
• Online delivery is likely to form a critical component of the teaching

and learning model for the near future, particularly for international
students currently located offshore. Therefore, it is important that online
teaching methods are tailored towards these students’ expectations
and educational needs.

• While there appears to have been a decline in interest in online and
alternative modes of delivery since last year, there is still a sizeable
proportion of prospects who are interested in online study – although they
may be expecting a discount on tuition if they were to study online.

• Most students expect online study to be heavily interactive, allowing them
to talk directly to a lecturer in real-time, and to engage in discussions
and activities with their classmates, rather than solely accessing pre-
recorded or written content. Given that many international students
may be located remotely in differing time zones, course convenors may
need to be flexible in how they deliver their courses to maximise these
opportunities for interaction.
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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. Our flagship website, www.
TopUniversities.com – the home of our rankings – was viewed 149 million times in 2019, and over 
94,000 media clippings pertaining to, or mentioning, QS were published by media outlets across the 
world in 2019.

QS portfolio
• QS Digital and Events provides prospective undergraduate, graduate, and MBA applicants with

independent guidance throughout their search and decision making.  Our world-class digital
platforms include TopUniversities.com, TopMBA.com, and QSLeap.com which support search and
inform applications to programs matching their profile and aspirations. In parallel, prospective
students can meet, either virtually or face-to-face, with admissions officers of international
universities and business schools. For universities and business schools, it offers effective and
innovative digital and off-line student recruitment and branding solutions.

• QS Enrolment Solutions supports higher education institutions to maximize their student
recruitment with a range of specialist services, from data-driven insights and high-quality lead
generation to optimized communications and student conversion. With over 20 years of experience
QSES has an unequalled understanding of international student decision-making.   Our international
office locations (UK, Romania, India, Malaysia and Australia) enable us to operate across time zones
to deliver high value to our partners and exceptional services for applicants.

• The QS Intelligence Unit is a leading originator of institutional performance insight drawing on
unique proprietary datasets gathered in pursuit of its published research. Best known for the widely
referenced QS World University Rankings, today comprising variants by discipline and geography,
the unit also operates a sophisticated, multi-dimensional quality standard; a comprehensive analytics
platform facilitating advanced benchmarking; and an in-demand consulting team. Our insights both
inform and are informed by frequent presence and digital conferences for educators, university
leaders, and policy makers.

• QS Unisolution is dedicated to developing SaaS technology solutions to increase the efficiency
and effectiveness of international mobility, relations, and recruitment functions within education,
positively impacting the educational experience for the students, staff, and partners we serve.
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For more information about the QS services, please contact b2bmarketing@qs.com

To continue empowering motivated individuals and institutions across the world alike during the 
coronavirus outbreak, QS’s response has included:

• Moving its student recruitment events online, ensuring that universities and talented potential
applicants across the world are still able to achieve high-quality personalized engagement.

• Expanding its range of digital marketing offerings, empowering student recruitment teams as they
seek to maintain outreach and enrolment efforts.

• Launching a webinar series designed to enable university faculty and administrators alike to share
best practices as they transition their educational offerings into the virtual classroom.

• Ongoing surveys of prospective students and institutions globally to analyze how the COVID-19
crisis is impacting them.

In 2019, as part of our commitment to sustainability, QS became a certified CarbonNeutral® Company, 
reflecting our efforts to reduce our impact on the environment through a range of efficiency initiatives 
and offsetting unavoidable emissions through a verified carbon offset forestry project in Brazil.
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