
Project Next 
Generation

International 
Students: Early 
Drivers and 
Study Pathways



2

Contents
Executive summary� 3
Introduction� 5
Chapter 1 - The Future: Feelings and Confidence� 9
Chapter 2 - Information, Inspiration, and Influence� 15
Chapter 3 - Early Intentions of Future Studies� 23
Chapter 4 - Choosing Where to Study� 29
Final Thoughts� 35
Summary of recommendations and student journey timeline� 36
What next?� 38



Executive 
summary

Young people are making pivotal decisions 
about their futures earlier than ever. For 
international students aged 13-16, aspirations 
are taking shape years before formal 
applications begin, and they’re guided by 
a range of influences, from social media 
to the firm encouragement of family: “You 
can be anything you want; we support you,” 
shares a 15-year-old student from Turkey. 
But navigating options isn’t simple, especially 
when over 79% are considering studying 
abroad yet face substantial concerns, from 
costs cited by nearly 30% to uncertainties 
about the economic environment, particularly 
among students from India who compare the 
UK’s economic situation with that of other 
study destinations.

In this context, the UK stands out as a 
preferred destination for 54% of surveyed 
students, valued for its quality of education 
and career potential, but intense competition 
with countries like the USA and emerging 
study destinations means that UK providers 
must refine their approach to attract and retain 
these students. This report equips education 
providers with the insights to understand 
these young decision-makers—who 
overwhelmingly prioritise passion over profit—
with 60% selecting subjects that interest 
them most and 58% choosing careers they 
genuinely care about. By understanding these 
motivations, influencers, and country-specific 
nuances, institutions can engage these 
students early, addressing their ambitions and 
concerns and providing the clarity they seek.
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Key findings:
Our research highlights trends that offer a nuanced understanding of this 
young international audience, illustrating what matters most to them when 
considering education and careers:

1.	 Passion over Profit 
For international students, alignment with personal interests is the 
top priority when choosing subjects and careers. 60% select subjects 
that interest them, 56% seek enjoyment in their studies, and 55% are 
motivated by career paths that resonate personally. This cohort shows 
a strong preference for engagement and personal fulfilment over financial 
incentives.

2.	 Influencers Matter, but Autonomy is Rising 
While family and teachers remain key influencers, particularly for students 
from India and China, 57% of students feel confident following their own 
interests and skills. As they approach age 15, social media becomes 
a critical resource, signalling a shift toward independent research and 
decision-making.

3.	 The UK as a Top Destination, but Challenges Persist 
With 54% of respondents identifying the UK as an attractive study 
destination, the UK’s reputation for quality education and career 
prospects remains strong. However, 27% of students cite costs as a 
significant barrier. Preferences and perceptions vary by country:

	- India (63%) and China (60%) regard the UK highly for its educational 
reputation and career prospects.

	- Turkey (55%) values the UK’s opportunities for both academic growth 
and personal development.

	- France and the USA reflect more mixed views, with cultural appeal 
resonating more strongly for students from the USA, while cost 
concerns are more prominent among French students.

As other destinations like the USA gain appeal, UK institutions must address 
financial concerns and clearly articulate the unique cultural, academic, and 
career benefits of studying in the UK.

4.	 Digital Platforms are Crucial to Engagement 
Social media, particularly video-first platforms such as YouTube and 
TikTok, plays a vital role. Nearly all students use at least one social 
media platform for university research, with YouTube ranked as the top 
source. Preferences vary by country; for instance, 47% of Indian students 
rely on social media for university advice, compared to only 20% in 
France. This underscores the need for targeted strategies that cater to 
regional preferences.

5.	 Cultural Nuances Require Tailored Messaging 
Students’ educational preferences are shaped by regional and cultural 
factors. In East China, for instance, 45% of students express an interest 
in IT, while in South Central China, engineering is the preferred field. 
Additionally, French students show lower confidence in their future 
plans, while Indian students are notably confident and proactive. Tailored 
messaging that reflects these cultural and regional nuances will better 
engage and attract diverse groups.
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Introduction
With easier access to more information, young people are thinking about their 
futures earlier than ever. By the time they start engaging with institutions, they 
have often already made crucial decisions about their next steps and are well 
along the path toward making their final choices.

So, how do you reach and engage them before they reach this point?

Pre-16 audiences are notoriously difficult to engage, particularly when cultural 
and regional differences come into play. Making sure young people have 
access to comprehensive, clear information that resonates with their personal 
ambitions is the reason we’ve compiled this report. UCAS, in its role as the 
national admissions service, connects the world to UK higher education, 
supporting more than 700,000 applicants each year from 190 countries and 
territories around the world.

	f 1 in 5 UCAS applicants are from overseas

	f 1.2 million international applicants since 2014

	f A network of over 3,000 international registered centres

	f 18 million unique web page views from outside the UK each year

As a marketing, recruitment, or admissions professional, you already bring 
substantial insights into international strategies and markets. However, this 
research is designed to support and enhance your understanding of how 
younger audiences view their study and career options. Inside, you’ll discover 
who these students are, what they need, when they need it, and how they make 
decisions on key topics such as university choice. Critically, we also trace 
how these requirements evolve across age groups to illustrate the shifting 
motivations and influences that define their journeys.

Des Cutchey

Head of International
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Methodology

In May 2024, we began a 
bespoke survey research 
project with international 
students aged 13 - 16.
Engaging with 2,035 young people - 
evenly split across China, France, India, 
Turkey, and the USA - we set out to 
answer two big questions:

1.	 What are students aged 13 - 16 planning for the future, 
and what drives/helps them to make these choices?

2.	 How do they choose particular pathways, subjects, 
careers, or professions?
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International school

7%

Other

2%

State School*

65%

Private Independent School

26%

*State school (e.g. lower or upper secondary junior college public school)

School Type Age

13

14

15

16

17%

30%

35%

18%

Male 

52%

Female 

47%

	f State schools are defined 
as a school funded by the 
government, covering the 
national curriculum of the 
country the school is based in.)

	f International schools are 
defined as those covering  
the curriculum of a different 
country to the one the school  
is based in.)

	f Private or independent schools 
are defined as those not funded 
by the government, which 
charge fees for tuition.)

	f Other responses included 
Montessori, Charter, and 
homeschooling.

It is important to note that the survey sample was skewed towards those who would consider attending university in the future, though some without intent to pursue 
further education were included to assess university push factors and other subgroup differences.
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Age Profiles

13 14 15 16

*

72%
…have at least some 

idea of what they’d like 
to study at school after 

the age of 16

57%
…have thought about 

their future study plans 
in at least a fair amount 

of detail

76%
*…have already begun 

researching further 
study options to at least 

some extent

70%
…have at least some 

idea of what they’d like 
to do in their future 

career

82%
…have at least some 

idea of what they’d like 
to study at school after 

the age of 16

71%
…have thought about 

their future study plans 
in at least a fair amount 

of detail

84%
*…have already begun 

researching further 
study options to at least 

some extent

82%
…have at least some 

idea of what they’d like 
to do in their future 

career

83%
…have at least some 

idea of what they’d like 
to study at school after 

the age of 16

76%
…have thought about 

their future study plans 
in at least a fair amount 

of detail

87%
*…have already begun 

researching further 
study options to at least 

some extent

81%
…have at least some 

idea of what they’d like 
to do in their future 

career

82%
…have at least some 

idea of what they’d like 
to study at school after 

the age of 16

75%
…have thought about 

their future study plans 
in at least a fair amount 

of detail

87%
*…have already begun 

researching further 
study options to at least 

some extent

82%
…have at least some 

idea of what they’d like 
to do in their future 

career

% of those who are likely to attend university in the future

Students broadly have some idea 
of what they would like to do at all 
stages of study/life
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Chapter 1 - The 
Future: Feelings 
and Confidence

With an optimistic outlook and a strong link 
between subjects and careers, these are young 
people driven by following their passions first 
– over what makes the most money.

Led by their hearts & guided by 
their heads
How young people are putting passions 
before profits

The glass is half-full, for those considering 
study outside their home country.

Chinese and Indian prospective students are 
especially optimistic thinkers, with over 90% 
feeling positive about both the present and 
the future. In the USA, it’s in the mid eighties 
too, still higher than your average UK teenager.

Overall, 85% of students feel positively about 
their current situations and outlook. From the 
qualitative side of our research, we know that 
this is a group of young people who embrace 
the present whilst being optimistic about the 
future – holding onto and living in the moment 
and focussing on what makes them happy. 

They comment on the importance of their 
instincts and of focussing on current strengths 
and passions – a laissez-faire, ‘what will be will 
be’ approach to life. Enjoyment and happiness 
are their chief drivers.
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“Trust  
your  
instincts” 

Female, France, 13

“Just do something that you enjoy 
and makes you happy because then  
it won’t feel like work at all.” 

Student, USA, 15

“My parents told  
me you can be anything 
you want, we support you.” 

Student, Turkey, 15

95%

96%

91%

96%

84%

89%

73%

74%

81%

72%

81%*

82%*

Positive re: 
Present

Positive re: 
Future

B60 Overall, how do you feel about… Base: All (2.035)
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However, it would be wrong 
to suggest that there’s no 
long-term thinking to their 
approach. There is a very 
strong correlation between 
study intentions and future 
career plans. 

Perhaps this is because 
there is a growing economy 
in the sectors that most 
serve today’s youth – for 
example, the proclivity 
towards computing and 
gaming. Or perhaps it’s 
these teenagers having their 
fingers on the pulse and 
knowing which way the wind 
is blowing.

At all levels and ages, 
students look to follow their 
passions and interests first 
of all. IT and Engineering are 
the two most popular sectors 
for most, with international 
and private school students 
showing more interest in 
Accounting and Business. 

This marries up with our 
application data too – what 
we see from 13-year-olds in 
this research, we also see in 
17 and 18-year-olds applying 
to university. In 2024, the top 
three subjects for 
international students are 
Business and Management, 
Social Sciences, and 
Engineering and Technology 
– with Computing close 
behind.

TOP SUBJECTS CONSIDERED 
AFTER THE AGE OF 16  

TOP SUBJECTS CONSIDERED 
FOR UNIVERSITY

TOP SECTORS FOR 
FUTURE CAREERS

Computing / computer 
science (27%)

Engineering (17%)

Computer gaming and 
design (16%)

Computing / computer 
science (30%)

Engineering (19%)

Computer gaming and 
design (16%)

Information Technology / IT 
(29%)

Engineering (17%)

-levels / 

Healthcare (13%)
*While not in the top 3, Biological 

sciences & Subjects allied to medicine 
are considered by 10% for A
Baccalaureate and 12% for university

P10b What subject(s) would you consider studying at school after the age of 16  (e.g. when you do A-levels, Baccalaureate, etc)? 

Base: Those who have an idea of what they want to study (1,916)

S50 What subject(s) would you consider studying at university? Base: Those who are likely to apply to university (1,696)

P20b Which of the following best describes the sector(s) in which you’d like to work in the future? Base: Those who have thought about their career plans (1,904)
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More students are listening to their heart. When choosing a subject for 
university, they want it to be something they’re interested in (60%), something 
they’ll enjoy studying (56%), or that will help them pursue a career they’re 
passionate about (55%). And when it comes to their job, unsurprisingly, the 
same sentiments ring true – 58% are led by wanting a role that fundamentally 
interests them.

Across all ages and countries, there is an incredibly strong link between 
subjects and careers – underpinned by this instinctive desire to do what they 
enjoy and then trust the process. 

But there are subtle differences between nationalities, which should be an 
important consideration when communicating with students:

Chinese students are the 
most likely to have at 
least some idea about 
what they’d like to study 
in the future.

Indian students are the 
most certain about their 
future career, and most 
have begun researching 
study options.

American students are 
the least likely to have 
begun researching their 
further study options.

Turkish students are 
most likely to be certain 
about their future study 
plans.

And the French students 
are the least certain 
about their future study 
and career plans.
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Country Top 3 university subject choices Top 3 sectors

33% – Computing / Computer Science

21% – Subjects allied to medicine

20% – Accounting & Finance

39% – Information Technology / IT

16% – Communications / Information

14% – Healthcare 

39% – Computing / Computer Science

26% – Engineering

24% – Business & Management / Accounting & Finance

43% – Information Technology / IT

25% – Engineering

18% – Accounting

21% – Computing / Computer Science

17% – Computer gaming and design

17% – Engineering

19% – Information Technology / IT

14% – Engineering

13% – Healthcare

36% – Computing / Computer Science

31% – Engineering

20% – Computer gaming and design

30% – Information Technology / IT

26% – Engineering

14% – Healthcare 

14% – Subjects allied to medicine

13% – Computing / Computer Science

12% – Business & Management

15% – Healthcare

11% – Information Technology / IT

8% – Engineering

S50. What subject(s) would you consider studying at university? Base: Those who are likely to apply to university (1,696); China (376), India (369), USA (327), Turkey (381), France (243). 
P20b. Which of the following best describes the sector(s) in which you’d like to work in the future? Base: Those with some idea of their career plans (1,904); China (384), India (383), USA (373), Turkey (411), France (353).

It’s important to be granular in populous countries like India and China, where differences between regions can be vast. For example, 45% of 
students from East China say they’d like to work in IT in the future, while those in South Central China would prefer a career in Engineering.  
In India, students from the more western regions are significantly more likely to express an interest in Computer Gaming and Design (31%) and 
Marketing (20%) than those elsewhere in the country.
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Recommendations - The Future: Feelings and Confidence
1.	 Empower young people to follow their dreams - This is an optimistic, live-in-the-moment, trust-in-

the-process group of young people. Lean into this with your messaging – with bright, positive comms 
that support their passionate approach and showcase how this mindset fits into life on your campus.

2.	 Tailor the type of content by nation - Recognise the subtle differences in motivations, priorities, 
and preparedness among students from different countries. For example, Indian students are most 
certain about their future career, but American students are unlikely to have even started researching 
– so you’ll need both top and bottom-of-the-funnel communications strategies.

3.	 Don’t forget to account for intra-country differences - For large countries like India and China, there 
are considerable differences in career interests based on the region a student lives in. One size does 
not fit all, so bear this in mind when geotargeting or visiting cities in these markets
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Chapter 2 - 
Information, 
Inspiration, and 
Influence

When looking for support, students often 
look to family and teachers as key sources 
of advice. Priorities centre on what type 
or level of education they need, as well as 
which careers are available to them and 
how they can get started.

Digital research, analogue 
reassurance
The role of influencers in more informed 
decision-making

In each and every cycle, the internet plays a 
greater role in the search for support.

It’s accessible, it’s effective, and with the 
explosion of AI, it’s now pretty much instant. 
But one thing it can never truly provide is 
objective advice from a place of vested 
interest. That’s where influencers come in.

No, not the on-screen influencers from 
TikTok, we’re talking about real people 
who are present and offering advice in 
a young person’s life. With experience, 
opinion, and care – they play a crucial role 
in making sure that young people can make 
more informed decisions. And it’s the two 
closest influencer groups that have the 
biggest impacts – family members, like 
parents, and school staff, like teachers.
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For the students of China, India, Turkey, France, and the USA – parents and teachers are the key sources of advice regarding both further study and future careers.

Familial support comes with some of the expected parental politics too, as just under half (47%) of students admit that they feel the pressure when seeking advice. 
This is especially strong for students in India and China.

Regardless, more than half of all international students (57%) are confident in pursuing their interest and skills – rather than planning out the future, like their parents 
may prefer them to.

Sources used for advice on university and future careers

Family School e.g. 
School Staff

University/ 
College

Friends Social media Education 
agents*

Independent 
careers advice 

service**

65% 67%
61%

54%

40%

24%

35% 35% 34%
28%

24%
21%

University study Future Career

S70b Where do you look for advice on university study? Base: Those who have begun researching universities to some extent (1,646)

P60 Where do you go for advice on your future career? Base: Total (2,035)
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As students reach 15 years old, they are beginning to turn towards social media for their research – as well as direct contact with university and college materials. At 
16 years old, as they start to think outside the orbit of their school, they rely less on school staff. Parental influence remains steady and important throughout:

“My father told me: work in a 
profession which helps you 
grow, not your money.” 

Student, India, 15

“It’s a job you’ll do with love, studies are hard but don’t forget 
why you dream of becoming a paediatrician. I believe in you and 
you will succeed - my grandpa.” 

Student, France
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78%

58% 58% 60% 61% 67%
54%

39%
53%

40%
26%

45%
32%

48%
33% 35%

24%

42% 47%

24% 29%
20%

27% 29%
21%

15%

31%

Where do you look for advice on university study?

Family School e.g. 
School Staff

University / 
College

Friends Social media Independent career 
advice service

Family School e.g. 
School Staff

University / 
College

Friends Social media Independent career 
advice service

55%
68% 65%

74%
65%

51%

71% 72%

52% 58%
50%

64%

46%
32%

40% 40% 36%
28%

37% 41%

20% 24%
17%

31% 29%
17% 20% 24% 22%

30%

13% 11%

28%

Where do you go for advice on your future career?

China India USA Turkey France

S70b Where do you look for advice on university study? Base: Those who have begun researching universities to some extent (1,646); 13-year-olds (268), 14-year-olds (503), 15-year-olds (606), 16-year-olds (269)

P60 Where do you go for advice on your future career? Base: Total (2,035); China (410), India (400), USA (400), Turkey (425), France: (400).

International school and private school students also utilise other sources 
like agents, careers services, and social media more than their state school 
counterparts.

Agents and careers services are most used in India, where agent-organised 
international study fairs are commonplace. French students are also likely to 
look to similar resources, because they’re more prone to feeling not listened to 
by their teachers (only 47% feel that they are) and believe that their teachers 
don’t help them understand how their learning relates to their future careers.

In China and India, social media is crucial in the student search for advice. 
In some places, it’s used more than twice as much – 47% of Indian students 

rely on social media for university advice, compared to just 20% of French 
students. In China, the propensity to turn towards social media may be a 
replacement support service for parental advice: just 51% of Chinese students 
get family advice and guidance with their career compared to 74% of Turkish 
students.

Turkish students tend to rely heavily on family as their primary source of 
advice and guidance for their choices related to education and career paths.

In contrast, students in the United States have a more varied support network. 
While they also frequently turn to family, American students are just as likely 
to seek advice from family, teachers and even their friends.
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At the broadest grouping, when profiling preferences for researching potential universities, we see an overwhelming tendency towards online sources. Naturally – 
given that they’re looking for overseas information. Nevertheless, there are important distinctions in the types of online sources.

For example, direct use of university websites is almost as popular as using search engines – showing a strong desire across all ages to go straight to source. On 
the flip side, the 28% using social media may well be looking for more peer-led content, where the conversation is controlled by personal experiences rather than 
university-led messaging.

3%
10%

16%
16%

18%
18%

19%
20%
20%

21%
23%

24%
26%

28%
31%

37%
40%

Which of the following information sources have you used / do you think you’d be 
most likely to use to research different potential universities?

Online search engine
University websites

Speaking to people I know
Social media

University events (in-person)
Education agents

Speaking to current students
University prospectuses
Student alumni reviews

Independent education events (online)
Independent education events (in-person)

League tables 
University events (virtual)

Direct enquiries to univeristies
AI tools

Career guidance platforms
None of the aboveS80. Which of the following information sources have you used / do you think you’d be most likely to use to research different potential universities? Base: Those who are likely to attend university in the future (1,696)
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Nearly all students in our study use at least one social media channel for their research, and preference is heavily weighted towards platforms which prioritise 
video – with YouTube comfortably ahead of the pack.

62%

71%

Which of the following social media channels do you use?

55%
50%

41%
35%

22%

13% 12% 10%

1% 2%

YouTube Instagram TikTok Facebook Snapchat Twitter WeChat Baidu Reddit Sina Weibo Other I don’t know 
/ none of 
the abvoe

For students in China:
Wechat = 83%
Baidu = 59%
Sina Weibo = 45%

M10. Which of the following social media channels do you use? Base: Total (2,035)
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There are some very important nuances and distinctions:

	f State school students 
are way more likely 
to use TikTok (61%), 
compared to private 
school students (41%).

	f Private school students favour YouTube 
(79%) and Instagram (71%), whereas 
international school students are the highest 
users of Twitter/X (44%) – especially 
compared to state school students (33%.)

	f Twitter/X is 
more popular in 
India and Turkey 
compared to the 
USA and France.

	f In China, students 
predominantly use WeChat, 
followed closely by Baidu 
and Douyin (the China-
specific version of TikTok.)

	f Facebook’s popularity 
decreases after the age 
of 16, and Instagram’s 
rises.

	f In most countries, 
more than half of 
the respondents 
use TikTok.

	f There are regional variations in social 
media usage, with South India showing 
less prominent use of social media sites 
overall.

	f In the US, Northeast 
students use more 
channels than their Midwest 
counterparts.

WeChat is a Chinese super-app that combines 
messaging, social networking, mobile payments, 
and other services – offering a more 
comprehensive experience compared to 
Western social media channels that often focus 
on specific functions.

Social Media & Censorship
When choosing platforms for international student 
recruitment, always check local censorship. The list of 
which channels can be accessed in which countries 
change often and will affect popularity and usage data.
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Recommendations - Information, 
Inspiration and Influence
4.	 Connect and ally with valuable partners 

- Family members and school staff have 
the biggest say in supporting international 
students, so make sure your targeted 
influencer outreach is effective in these groups. 
For some markets, campaigns to parents and 
careers services will also be valuable.

5.	 Play down the pressure - Whilst family 
support is an important north star for students, 
it may create pressure. Institutions must not 
create tension and should offer support that 
does not overwhelm students. Emphasise the 
positive vested interest of parental guidance – 
whilst also empowering young people to make 
their own decisions.

6.	 Lead with video and video-first platforms 
- International students prefer social media 
channels that are focussed on video content 
(YouTube and TikTok in particular.) Make these 
the champion channels of your social media 
strategy.
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Chapter 3 - Early 
Intentions of 
Future Studies

Most who are likely to attend university have 
begun research to some extent. University 
rankings, styles of learning and facilities are 
key considerations in students’ university 
choice.

What motivates and matters 
most?
How tomorrow’s students are making their 
university decisions

As a blanket rule for all five countries profiled, 
big plans are being made at young ages.

Over half of all students (55%) surveyed intend 
to apply to university immediately after school, 
and 83% expect to apply at some point in the 
future.

Indian students are the most likely to go 
straight to university after school, whereas 
Chinese and French students are more likely to 
get a job. 

Private school students are also much more 
likely to apply for university immediately after 
school.
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Study at 
university

Get a job Start an 
apprenticeship / 
internship / work 

placement

Travel / take a 
gap year

I’m not sure

55%

17% 12% 6% 9%

What are your plans immediately after finishing school?

To what extent, if at all, do you think it is likely that you will apply to university in the future?

52% 31% 8% 4% 4%
83%

Very likely Fairly likely Not that likely Not at all likely Unsure

S05 What are your plans immediately after finishing school? Base: Total (2,035) S20 To what extent, if at all, do you think it is likely that you will apply to university in the future? Base: Total (2,035) *The survey sample was skewed 
towards those who would consider attending university in the future, though some without intent to pursue further education were included to assess university push factors and other subgroup differences.
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The reasons for wanting to go to university are diverse, though primarily centred around a desire for quality education (47%) and the pursuit of passion (38%.)

The necessity of a degree to enable a certain career is, perhaps surprisingly, not as strong a driver for international students. More important is the benefits to 
personal growth and maturity, which may correlate with the whole concept of moving abroad at a young age.

20%

21%

26%

28%

34%

34%

34%

34%

37%

38%

47%

What are your main reasons for wanting to go to university?

To be well-educated

To pursue a subject I’m passionate about

To grow / mature in myself

To work out what I want to do with my life / career

As a requirement to enter a particular profession / career

To boost my employment prospects generally

It’s the natural next step for me after high school

For the universtiy experience / lifestyle

It is the best option available to me

To meet new people / make new friends

To study abroad

S30. What are your main reasons for wanting to go to university? Base: Those who are likely to attend university in the future (1,696)
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Country

The main reason for 
going to university: Becoming well-educated To grow & mature in myself Pursuing a subject passion To enter a particular profession Pursuing a subject passion

The main factor in 
choosing a university: Ranking and reputation Teaching and learning Cost and fees Ranking and reputation Cost and fees

36%

What is important to you when chossing a university?
Ranking and reputation of the university

Learning opportunities and style of learning
Teaching and learning facilities

Graduate employment prospects
Cost / fees

Availability of courses
Scholarships / financial aid available

Ranking and reputation of course
Entry requirements

Flexible study options
Length of the course

Social life
Student support

Availability of accommodation
Application process and communication

35%
32%

31%
30%

28%
28%

25%
22%
22%

21%
20%

16%
16%

15%

Ranking and reputation of 
universities is significantly 
more likely to be important to 
students in China and Turkey.

Teaching and learning facilities 
are the most important factor 
for students in India, who are 
significantly more likely to 
select this option.

Cost/fees is significantly 
more likely to be important 
to students in the USA and 
France.

S85. What is important to you when choosing a university? (Select up to 5) Base: Those who are likely to attend university in the future (1,696)

26



Whilst ranking and reputation is the most important overall, it’s crucial for 15-year-olds – 40% consider it important, compared to less than a third of 13-year-olds. The 
younger group are more likely to see cost and entry requirements as important – more existential considerations – which raises some interesting questions:

Do younger would-be students go through a 
progression of questions to self-qualify for 

university, before later getting more selective with 
things like ranking, reputation, and opportunity?

Does this challenge the ‘I’ve always known 
I’d go to uni’ mindset? Could your input at the 

right time create new potential students, from 
a group that wouldn’t have gone otherwise?

As for those with other plans:

For the reasons cited by those not planning on university, it’s a belief that they wouldn’t do well (28%), that it wouldn’t fit their future life and career plans (23%), and 
the financial cost (23%).

40% of those who are unlikely to apply to university have little to no idea of what they would like to do in their future career (compared to 15% of those with university 
plans). This group is also less likely to have ever gotten advice about their future career – which raises yet another important question: 

Are these self-limiting beliefs the reason for not applying to university, or is it that they just haven’t 
done the thinking yet? If they had a better idea of their future, would university factor into their plans?
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Recommendations -  
Early Intentions of Future Studies
7.	 Highlight the unique experience - This is an 

audience bound for university, with 83% likely to 
apply at some point. They understand the value of 
a degree, so don’t waste resources on extolling its 
virtues. Instead, market the lifestyle factors or what 
makes your campus and offer unique.

8.	 But note that motivations vary massively - 
Chinese students are interested in the quality of the 
education, whereas Indian students go to university 
for the self-development. These are incredibly 
different priorities and principles that should guide 
your geo-targeted conversion comms.

9.	 And don’t get caught out by generalisations - 
Follow the data and ignore any preconceptions. E.g. 
price sensitivity isn’t tied to the perceived affluence 
of a given nation. Fees are much more important 
to American and French students than any other 
nationality – so always refer to the research.
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Chapter 4 - 
Choosing  
Where to Study

There is considerable interest in studying 
abroad. Receiving a high-quality education and 
enhancing future career opportunities are key 
drivers for this with the UK remaining one of 
the most popular study destinations.

The push and pull of the UK 
experience
A dive into what attracts international 
students to UK universities

Studying overseas is an ambition for almost all 
ages and nations profiled, but there are equally 
big barriers.

79% of young people in China, India, Turkey, 
France, and the USA are considering studying 
abroad – mainly for the following reasons:

	f To experience a high quality of education

	f To benefit from career opportunities

	f To gain both life and language 
experience. 

But cost is the major obstacle, for almost 30%. 
There is similar trepidation around language 
barriers – and an unsettling lack of knowledge 
about the experience of studying abroad.
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61%

I am already considering studying outside of my home country

It is something that I’d possibly consider

I definitely would not consider it

It is something that I’d definitely consider

I probably wouldn’t consider it

I haven’t thought about it yet / I have no idea

71%

82%

85%

88%

79%

Is studying at university outside of your home country something that you might consider?

19%Total

India

Turkey

China

France

USA

31% 29% 12% 6% 4%

31% 40% 17% 8%

25% 29% 30% 9% 3% 3%

15% 36% 31% 11% 4% 3%

12% 19% 40% 13% 9% 7%

11% 23% 28% 18% 13% 7%

S90. Is studying at a university outside of your home country something that you might consider? Base: Those who are likely to attend university in the future (1,696)
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Most likely to study abroad Most interested in language benefits Most interested in quality education Most interested in life experience

27%

27%

27%

Fees and living costs

Reputation of universities in the country

Gaining an internationally-recognised qualification

Welcoming environment for international students

Reputation of the country as a safe place to study and live

Opportunities to stay and work after graduating

What is the most imporant to you in picking 
the country where you may study abroad?

24%

23%

23%

Which, if any, of the following countries 
would you strongly consider as a 
potential study abroad location?

57%
54%

35% 31% 30%

USA UK Canada Germany Australia

S125. What is most important to you in picking the country where you may study abroad? Base: Those who would consider studying abroad (1,332)
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The UK (54%) is second only to the USA (57%) 
in popularity, with Canada, Germany, and 
Australia firmly behind. It’s no surprise, then, 
that the financial cost of overseas study is such 
a prominent concern – 27% view it as the most 
important factor of all. And when the most 
popular destinations are also the countries 
with high costs of living, it’s an understandable 
hesitation. 

The UK is a popular destination for respondents 
in India (63%) and China (60%). The USA is also 
most appealing to students in India (70%), but 
followed instead by France (56%), and Turkey 
(55%). Overall, respondents express positive 
views about studying in the UK, praising its 
reputation and education quality.

“Best universities, world 
class teachers, and best 
professional services 
available there.” 

Student, India, 15

“Horizon-opening, 
networking, and  
quality education.”

Student, Turkey, 14

How perception of the UK differs by domicile

China
Commonly, students in 
China choose to describe 

the UK in terms of its ‘learning 
environment’. There is an 
appreciation for the diverse and 
vibrant culture in the country, 
as well as the high quality and 
reputation of its institutions.

India
The reputation of UK 
universities and the 

quality of teaching and facilities 
are key in attracting students in 
India. The prestige associated 
with studying in the UK is seen 
as a way to enhance career 
prospects.

USA
The harmonious nature 
of the cultures is 

something that students in the 
USA like, negating the impact of 
things like language barriers. The 
UK is often talked about in terms 
of the total experience instead of 
solely about study.

Turkey
The quality of the 
education is often noted 

by students in Turkey, despite being 
slightly more likely to note its high 
cost. Furthermore, opportunities 
for personal development, both 
academically and with language 
skills are often noted.

France

While broadly positive, 
there is little unique about 

what students in France believe 
studying in the UK would be like. 
As with most other countries, the 
standard of education in the UK 
is something often picked up on.
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The information that’s important and influential to overseas students changes over time. For example, younger students are more interested in the quality of UK 
institutions. As they get older, the cultural and career benefits of a UK education matter more.

And whatever age, there are some understandably universal questions that they want answers to:

“What I 
would get 
out of it in 
the long 
term and 
how much 
it would 
cost.”

Student, USA, 15

“Learn 
about the 
advantages of 
study abroad 
programs and 
which country 
and university 
is right for me”

Student, China, 13

“I would 
like to 
know how 
foreign 
students 
are 
treated 
there.”

Student, India, 15

“I’d like to 
know about 
the path of 
other French 
students who 
successfully 
studied 
abroad”

Student, France, 13

“To investigate 
whether 
studying 
abroad will 
be useful 
to find a 
job after 
graduation.” 

Student, Turkey, 14
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Recommendations -  
Choosing Where to Study
10.	Perception of UK education is a double-edged sword - 

The UK remains the most attractive option for overseas 
studies, even with fees and living costs being the biggest 
concern for international students. To marry these up, 
you need to provide clear and concise information on 
how much things cost, what support is available, and 
how previous overseas students have excelled.

11.	UK education still needs to be sold alongside your 
offer -  Awareness of the advantages of the British 
experience are high but focused on major cities, and 
global competition is stronger than ever. Localise your 
content and make your campus and city stand out by 
highlighting what makes your university unique.

12.	Tailor your information by age - The younger the 
student, the more the statistics matter – like how well 
your university performs across a range of metrics. The 
older they get, the more mature their needs – like career 
prospects and cultural benefits.
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Final Thoughts
As young people make decisions about their 
futures at increasingly early ages, connecting 
with them in meaningful ways requires a 
more nuanced approach. It’s essential to 
consider not only the cultural and country-
specific differences of your audience but also 
to build relationships at times when students 
are still developing their interests and 
exploring possibilities. And with vast markets 
like China and India, where habits and 
preferences can vary significantly by region, 
using intelligent, relevant, and current data is 
invaluable for tailoring outreach effectively.

Despite regional differences, some trends 
hold true across the board:

	f This optimistic generation prioritises 
their passions, with many trusting their 
interests to guide their futures.

	f Family and school staff are influential, as 
they remain the most trusted in-person 
advisors.

	f Social media plays a vital role, particularly 
video platforms, which are increasingly 
important as students get older.

	f The UK continues to be one of the most 
attractive destinations for overseas study.

UK institutions are well-positioned to 
appeal to students from around the world 
by emphasising the quality, reputation, and 
career opportunities of a UK education. 
However, as competition grows, especially 
from universities in students’ home countries, 
UK providers must ensure that their unique 
offerings are clearly communicated to stand 
out in a rapidly shifting global market.
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Summary of recommendations and student journey timeline
1. Empower young people to follow their dreams

This is an optimistic, live-in-the-moment, trust-
in-the-process group of young people. Lean into 
this with your messaging – with bright, positive 
comms that support their passionate approach 
and showcase how this mindset fits into life on 
your campus.

2. Tailor the type of content by nation

Recognise the subtle differences in motivations, 
priorities, and preparedness among students from 
different countries. For example, Indian students 
are most certain about their future career, but 
American students are unlikely to have even 
started researching – so you’ll need both top and 
bottom-of-the-funnel communications strategies.

3. Don’t forget to account  
for intra-country differences

For large countries like India and China, there are 
considerable differences in career interests based 
on the region a student lives in. One size does not 
fit all, so bear this in mind when geotargeting or 
visiting cities in these markets

4. Connect and ally with valuable partners

Family members and school staff have the biggest 
say in supporting international students, so make 
sure your targeted influencer outreach is effective 
in these groups. For some markets, campaigns to 
parents and careers services will also be valuable.

5. Play down the pressure

Whilst family support is an important north star 
for students, it may create pressure. Institutions 
must not create tension and should offer support 
that does not overwhelm students. Emphasise 
the positive vested interest of parental guidance 
– whilst also empowering young people to make 
their own decisions.

6. Lead with video and video-first platforms.

International students prefer social media channels 
that are focussed on video content (YouTube and 
TikTok in particular.) Make these the champion 
channels of your social media strategy.

7. Highlight the unique experience.

This is an audience bound for university, with 83% 
likely to apply at some point. They understand the 
value of a degree, so don’t waste resources on 
extolling its virtues. Instead, market the lifestyle 
factors or what makes your campus and offer 
unique.

8. But note that motivations vary massively.

Chinese students are interested in the quality of the 
education, whereas Indian students go to university 
for the self-development. These are incredibly 
different priorities and principles that should guide 
your geo-targeted conversion comms.

9. And don’t get caught out by generalisations.

Follow the data and ignore any preconceptions. 
E.g. price sensitivity isn’t tied to the perceived 
affluence of a given nation. Fees are much more 
important to American and French students than 
any other nationality – so always refer to the 
research.

10. Perception of UK education  
is a double-edged sword.

The UK remains the most attractive option 
for overseas studies, even with fees and living 
costs being the biggest concern for international 
students. To marry these up, you need to provide 
clear and concise information on how much things 
cost, what support is available, and how previous 
overseas students have excelled.

11. UK education still needs to  
be sold alongside your offer.

Awareness of the advantages of the British 
experience are high but focused on major cities, 
and global competition is stronger than ever. 
Localise your content and make your campus and 
city stand out by highlighting what makes your 
university unique.

12. Tailor your  
information by age.

The younger the student, the more the statistics 
matter – like how well your university performs 
across a range of metrics. The older they get, the 
more mature their needs – like career prospects 
and cultural benefits.

36



To provide a clearer understanding of how international students’ decision-making evolves, the following timeline outlines key milestones in their journey, from early 
aspirations to final university choices.

Age 
Profiles 13 14 15 16

Optimistic about their future, with enjoyment and happiness being key drivers of choice for future study and career
Focus on what they enjoy and what they are good at, but there is pressure from parents and money influences decision-making

Friends, social media and university/college 
more significant advice sources

Social media and university events 
(in-person)

Strong interest in university study at all ages, with a desire to a desire to be well-educated and to pursue one’s passion

Subject choice driven by passions and interests/strength/need for future career

Family and school/teachers are key influencers on both study options and future careers

The cost, reputation of universities, and gaining an international qualification are key in students’ decisions of where to study

YouTube and Instagram are the most commonly used  social media channels at all ages

Online search engines and university websites are the main research channels across all ages

Interest in building a career builds over time

Interest in studying abroad increases over time

Choice of which subject to study starts Choice of which subject to study firms up

Speaking to people they know

Graduate employment prospects Ranking and reputation of universities

DECISION-MAKING

DECISION-MAKING

DECISION-MAKING
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What next?
This report builds on previous UCAS research reports on the 
experiences and influencers of international students who 
choose to come to the UK. To find out how to make your 
university the most attractive option for overseas students, 
you can access our previous reports below:

Global Insights: What are the experiences of Chinese 
students in the UK?

Where Next? What influences the choices international 
students make?

Where Next? The experience of international students 
connecting to UK higher education

If you’d like to discuss the findings from this report, or 
explore ways to use these insights to strengthen your 
institution’s strategy, please get in touch:

educationservices@ucas.ac.uk

employerservices@ucas.ac.uk

01242 54488
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http://www.ucas.com/file/782671/download?token=6tG5zO6i
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