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Challenges and 
opportunities in

global student recruitment



447,980 454,545
469,977

496,743

562,098

611,805

676,895

2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21 2021/22

International enrolments have grown 
strongly since Covid
International enrolments in UK: 2015 - 2022 International 

enrolments have 
grown by 51%  since 

2016
International 

Students now 
make up 24.4%  of 

the student 
population 

(up from 23%  in the 
previous year)

Y-O-Y 

change
+1% +3% +6% +13% +9% +11%

Source: HESA









Demand for the major destination markets has fluctuated significantly 
over the last year
Consideration of core destination markets April – September 2024*:

34%

30%

25%

40%
38%

31% 31%

35%

32%

37%

19%
17% 17%

20%
21%

22% 22%

14%

25%
26%

April May June August September

US

UK

Canada

Australia

A shifting regulatory 
environment in a 
number of these 
markets has created 
instability for student 
decision-making 

*Graph shows responses from 
users of topuniversities.com only

Source: QS Country Perceptions Survey 2024
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Listening to and 
understanding student 

perception and expectations



68,353 students from 196 countries 
interested in studying in 

the UK



Most popular subjects Top competitor markets

Study level

USA34%

Canada19%

Australia17%

Germany13%52%UG
37%

PGT
20%

PGR

Source: QS International Student Survey 2024

Business Engineering Computing

19% 12% 9%

Social Sciences Law Psychology

8% 5% 5%

Study demographics for those interested in the UK:
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1. The course offers high quality 
teaching 

2. It is at a university with a good 
reputation

3. I have personal interest in the 
subject

1. It has universities with high 
quality teaching 

2. It is welcoming to international 
students

3. It has well-ranked universities

1. It offers high quality 
teaching

2. It has a good reputation 
for my chosen subject area 

3. It is welcoming to 
international students

Teaching quality, a welcoming environment and institutional reputation are all important 
factors when candidates make study decisions…

Course selection Country selection University selection

Base: Interested in UKSource: QS International Student Survey 2024
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34%

35%

42%

52%

42%

36%

45%

68%

29%

31%

30%

45%

54%

53%

51%

70%

28%

34%

35%

46%

47%

52%

52%

71%

I will miss my home, family and friends

Being made to feel unwelcome

Whether I will do well academically

Safety

Getting a job

Availability of scholarships

Finding accommodation

Cost of living

North

Midlands

South

Cost of living and finding accommodation worries students most.

What worries you most about studying in a different country?

Source: QS International Student Survey 2024
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29% 28%
21%

41% 42%

39%

20% 21%

27%

7% 6% 9%

North Midlands South

Not at all

Slightly

Moderately

Very

Extremely

Sustainability is an important issue to students, with local community 
and on-campus initiatives the best way to showcase your credentials
Over 70% of prospective North/Midlands students say sustainability is very or extremely 
important to them

How important is environmental sustainability to you? What’s most important to you when judging 
whether a university is environmentally sustainable?

34%

41%

46%

54%

57%

61%

71%

30%

43%

47%

64%

55%

63%

74%

33%

43%

47%

58%

60%

66%

73%

General ethos / mission statement

Stated commitments to achieving
carbon-neutral status

How sustainability is embedded into
course content

Supporting student-led projects and
societies

The university’s sustainable research 
output

Working with the local community on
sustainable and social justice initiatives

On-campus initiatives (recycling,
locally-sourced produce etc.)

North

Midlands

South

Source: QS International Student Survey 2024
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Cost of living and scholarships are the principal concerns for the majority 
of the major source markets for UK institutions

What worries you most about studying in a different country?

Source: QS International Student Survey 2024
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Cost of living 2 1 1 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 1 1 1

Safety 1 1 1

Doing well 
academically 3 3 3

Getting a job 2 2 2 3

Scholarship availability 3 2 2 1 3 2 1 2 3 3 2 2

Finding 
accommodation 3 3 3 3 3 3 2 3

North Midlands South



Cost of living is one of the most important considerations for 
students, however most UK cities underperform on affordability

100

91
84 83 81 79 78 77 76 75 75 71 70 67 65

61

21

35
40

35
40 39 37 35

42 41 44 41 40 42
38

44

Overall score Affordability score

UK cities comparison of overall score vs affordability score in QS Best Student Cities Ranking

Source: QS Best Student Cities Ranking 2025

50%
of prospective students cite cost of living as one of 

their most important considerations when 
choosing which city to live in



Which of these would you like to use to 
communicate with a university you are 
considering studying at?  

#1

4%

4%

5%

7%

8%

11%

11%

18%

28%

28%

32%

45%

87%

AI chatbots

Snapchat

X / Twitter

Facebook

Telegram

Letter / Post

WeChat…

Skype

Real time…

SMS/Text…

Phone call

WhatsApp

Email

Email is still the most 
preferred method of 
communication

Source: QS International Student Survey 2024

Undergraduate Postgraduate

5%

5%

7%

9%

11%

11%

18%

19%

24%

28%

34%

47%

87%

AI chatbots

QQ

X / Twitter

Letter / Post

Facebook

Telegram

WeChat…

Skype

SMS/Text…

Real time…

Phone call

WhatsApp

Email



China India USA Nigeria Pakistan

Email 1 1 1 1 1

WeChat 2

Real-time chat on website 3 4

Phone call 4 3 3 3 3

SMS / Text 5 4 2 4 4

WhatsApp 2 5 2 2

Teams 5

Telegram 5

Facebook 5

And the spread of preferred channels to communicate with institutions 
can vary significantly across the principal source markets

Which of these would you like to use to communicate with a university you are considering studying at? 

Source: QS International Student Survey 2024



Which of the following types of social media 
do you use for research when making 
decisions about studying overseas?

#1

3%

6%

6%

12%

14%

15%

22%

23%

24%

48%

57%

63%

SnapChat

Weibo

Pinterest

X / Twitter

WeChat (Weixin)

Facebook

LinkedIn

TikTok

Reddit

Internet Forums…

Instagram

YouTube

YouTube is the most 
popular research 
platform – amongst all 
study levels

Source: QS International Student Survey 2024

Undergraduate Postgraduate

2%

4%

12%

14%

14%

15%

20%

25%

37%

42%

46%

53%

SnapChat

Pinterest

Reddit

TikTok

Weibo

X / Twitter

WeChat (Weixin)

Facebook

Internet Forums…

LinkedIn

Instagram

YouTube



China India USA Nigeria Pakistan

WeChat 1

Instagram 2 3 2 5 3

Weibo 3

YouTube 4 1 1 1 1

TikTok 5 5

LinkedIn 2 2 4

Internet forums 4 3 3 5

Reddit 5 4

Facebook 4 2

Instagram and YouTube are the only platforms widely used across all the 
major source markets for research into study decisions

Which of the following types of social media do you use for research when making decisions 
about studying overseas?

Source: QS International Student Survey 2024
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Growth must be diversified and sustainable to maintain financial stability.

Anticipate students’ questions and concerns and remove the barriers you can control.

You’re on the right channels, but is your content strategy still serving the right segments?

Key take-aways today



https://www.qs.com/reports-whitepapers/destination-uk-

report-international-student-survey-2024/ 

Download 

your free copy 

of the 2024 

Destination 

UK Report.

https://www.qs.com/reports-whitepapers/destination-uk-report-international-student-survey-2024/
https://www.qs.com/reports-whitepapers/destination-uk-report-international-student-survey-2024/


qs.com

How to take part

2025 QS International Student Survey
• Scan the QR code now to register

your interest
• QS Insights team will provide you with

materials needed to take part
• Free to take part and all participating

institutions receive a free 
benchmarking report detailing the
results of their own candidates

• Fieldwork opens on 6th January 2025



www.qs.com 

THANK YOU

http://www.qs.com/
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