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About
StudyPerth is the first point of contact for anyone looking to study in Perth, Western Australia. 
Offering first rate information to help assist potential students with their transition to life in Perth and 
highlighting the steps they need to take to quickly integrate into the local 
community - fuss free!  

International education is Australia’s largest services export and the nation’s fourth largest export overall – 
after iron ore, coal and natural gas. Looking ahead, international education is expected to be among the 
major beneficiaries with the unprecedented rise in middle class incomes driving economic growth.

In Western Australia we welcome 
over 49,000 international 
students each year, 92% enrol 
with one of StudyPerth’s members.

StudyPerth works closely  with the Government of Western Australia, the City of Perth, Austrade, the 
Department of Jobs, Tourism, Science and Innovation, the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Perth 
Airport and our members.  We also work closely with international organisations, educational institutions and 
Federal government to ensure correct information is available to parents, potential students and anyone else 
involved in the decision making process.

We are a small team based in Perth. Our marketing materials and website are translated into 12 languages 
and we maintain 10 social media channels in three languages.

StudyPerth promotes Perth as the ultimate study destination through marketing campaigns in numerous 
overseas markets including India, China, Vietnam, Malaysia, Singapore, Brazil and Colombia just to name a 
few. Marketing activities include supporting student fairs, geo targeted social media campaigns, inflight print 
advertising, hosting inbound visitors and media in Perth, working with international bloggers, school visits, 
compound Google AdWords targeting as well as other opportunities as they arise.
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Executive summary
This paper is based on primary research conducted in partnership with universities and vocational education 
and pathway (VEP) providers located in Perth, between December 2017 and April 2018. 

On behalf of StudyPerth, QS Enrolment Solutions surveyed 5,601 individual respondents comprising 2,996 
prospective international students, 2,291 current international students and 314 international education agents 
to understand their views and experiences of Perth as a study destination.

The objective was to inform the development of a strategic approach to driving:

	 •		continuous	improvements	to	the	international	student	experience	in	Perth,	through	targeted	actions	
                and coordination between providers and other stakeholders;
	 •		international	awareness	of	the	strengths	of	Perth	as	a	study	destination;	and,
	 •		growth	in	overall	international	student	enrolments	and	market	share.

The outcomes of the research provide a clear picture of the services and attributes needed to further develop 
Perth’s strengths, capabilities and reputation as a leading destination for international education.

These capabilities sit on a spectrum:

	 •		Signposting: these capabilities already exist and require better signposting from stakeholders to 
                ensure international students and prospective students are aware of where and how to access them;
	 •		Coordinating: these capabilities exist, but are either not universally available, or could be provided 
                more effectively by adopting a more coordinated approach between stakeholders; and,
	 •		Building: these capabilities require further investment and development to maximise Perth’s 
                competitiveness as a study destination.

Fundamentally, Perth already provides a high quality international student experience, but there is a clear need 
to focus initially on two key areas:

 1.  building awareness internationally about Perth through education-focused marketing campaigns; 
                 and,
 2.  improving competitiveness in employability, which remains the critical driver of international student 
                 decision-making.

E-Portfolio
Comprehensive employability services
Internships
Mentoring
Work-ready skills
Part-time work
Advocacy
Sport
Networking
Cultural support
Welfare/Health
Social
Leisure/Travel
Accommodation
Transport

Building

Coordinating

Signposting
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Key findings
•		Perth	is	generally	well	regarded	by	prospective	international	students,	but	there	
    is a significant awareness deficit even amongst prospective students who have 
    contacted a Perth institution: only 9.5% of university prospects and 17.3% of VEP 
    prospects reported that they are quite familiar with Perth or know Perth very well. 

•		Prospective	students	who	do	know	about	Perth	view the city very positively 
    across key factors including teaching quality, being friendly, offering a great 
    lifestyle for international students, safety. Perceptions were positive towards cost 
    of living, cost of tuition, employment while studying and graduate employment, 
    but these factors revealed higher levels of uncertainty, indicating that more could 
    be done to make prospective international aware of Perth’s strengths in these areas.

•		The	key	factors	when	choosing	an	international	study	destination	are	linked	to	
    graduate employability. Most international students will choose their course first, 
    which is driven by a desired career outcome, and will select an institution and a 
    destination city based on the best available courses in their chosen field. 
    Destination marketing and awareness plays an important role in supporting 
    institutions’ own marketing and recruitment linked to their individual course 
    offerings and institutional strengths.

•		Employability is one area where prospective students considering Perth are less 
    confident, and where current international students experience challenges. 
    Current students reported that availability of jobs is their biggest worry in Perth, 
    which is linked closely to their ability to afford cost of living and pay tuition fees.

•		Development	of	comprehensive employability services (stronger links with 
    employers, access to organised internships and work integrated learning (WIL),  
    mentoring, work-ready skills training and support) would provide a strong 
    differentiator for Perth, improve the competitiveness of Perth institutions and 
    demonstrate to international students that their career development goals stand 
    the best possible chance of succeeding in Perth.

•		Overall,	the	international	student	experience	in	Perth	is	positive across all key 
    factors including teaching quality, safety, lifestyle, being friendly, graduate 
    employment, employment while studying, cost of living, and cost of tuition fees. 

•		However,	experiences	are	not	universally	positive,	with	financial	pressures	due	
    to cost of living and tuition, variable levels of access to student support services, 
    access to jobs both during and following graduation, integration with local 
    students and community, safety, and out of hours public transport cited as 
    potential areas for improvement.

Understanding the International Student Experience - Report 2018



Research design
Basic methodology

The research design consisted of two distinct stages and a combination of quantitative and qualitative 
primary research methods. The project also included secondary research.

Stage One: Prospective students and agents

Stage One was aimed at understanding the views 
of prospective international students considering a 
Perth institution, and international education agents 
who refer students to Australian institutions.

The research consisted of three online surveys 
aimed at:

•		prospective	university	students	who	had	made	
    an enquiry about studying at a Perth university 
    (2,558 responses);
•		prospective	VEP	students	who	had	made	an	
    enquiry about studying at a participating VEP 
    institution (438 responses); and,
•		international	education	agents	(314	responses).

The survey design was based on QS Enrolment 
Solutions’ existing International Student Survey, 
with Perth-specific modifications. This approach 
allowed for a direct comparison between 
prospective students considering Perth, and 
prospective students considering other 
destinations in Australia and New Zealand. The 
survey was also aimed at addressing specific 
issues relating to Perth.

The research objective of Stage One was to 
understand:

•		the	perceptions	of	prospective	students	and	
    agents about Perth, pre-arrival;
•		the	most	important	decision-making	factors	for	
    prospective international students to Perth; and,
•		the	expectations	of	prospective	international	
    students regarding their student experience in 
    Perth, or elsewhere.

Stage Two: International students currently 
studying in Perth 

Stage Two was aimed at understanding the 
experiences of international students who are 
currently living in Perth.

The research consisted of:

•		an	online	survey	aimed	at	current	international	
    students in Perth universities and VEP providers 
    (2,291 responses); and,
•		focus	groups	conducted	in	Perth	with	
    international students, who had volunteered to 
    participate via the online survey.

The research objective of Stage Two was to 
understand:

•		the	real	student	experience	of	international	
    students in Perth;
•		whether	this	experience	aligns	with	pre-arrival		
    expectations; and,
•		areas	for	stakeholders	in	Perth	to	focus	on,	with		
    the goal of delivering an outstanding student 
    experience for international students in Perth.

Understanding the International Student Experience - Report 2018 7
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Awareness and perceptions before arrival
Awareness deficit

The first stage of the project sought to understand prospective international students’ perceptions of Perth 
pre-arrival, and the key factors informing their decisions on where and what to study.

The online survey of prospective students identified a significant shortfall in awareness about Perth, with 64% 
of prospective university students and 43% of prospective VEP students who had made an enquiry about 
studying at a Perth institution admitting that they knew nothing or very little about Perth.

Only 9.5% of university prospects and 17.3% of VEP prospects considering Perth institutions reported that 
they are quite familiar with Perth or know Perth very well.

VEP prospective students were more likely to know some basic facts about Perth, which we attribute to these 
prospects being more likely to have decided on their destination and provider.

To assess familiarity with Perth at a national level, we can compare the results for this question with the 
aggregate Australian results from the International Student Survey, which shows that prospective students 
considering other Australian universities are even less likely to be familiar with Perth, with only 4% of 
respondents claiming to be quite familiar with Perth, or know Perth very well.

Overall, 78% of prospective international students considering study in Australia say they know nothing, or 
very little, about Perth.



9Understanding the International Student Experience - Report 2018

Perceptions are positive

The better news for Perth is that the prospective students and agents surveyed who do have some knowledge 
of Perth view it positively.

Using a net agreement rating (the sum of “strongly agreed” and “agreed” minus the sum of “disagreed” and 
“strongly disagreed”) we can see that respondents in all three groups agreed with the positive statements 
regarding having a positive impression of Perth; Perth being a great place to live; and students having a good 
experience in Perth.

They also disagreed with negative statements about Perth being isolated and expensive, albeit not as strongly.

Overall, university prospects were less positive than the other cohorts, largely due to a much higher proportion 
of “don’t know” responses, again highlighting the greater awareness gap from prospective university students.
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Perth is also perceived positively across all key factors relating to the overall student experience, and the 
city is generally seen as safe, welcoming, offering a good lifestyle and having institutions with good teaching 
quality.

There is less positivity regarding cost factors (both cost of living and course cost) and employability (both 
while studying and after graduation), however the net positive ratings (sum of positive responses minus sum 
of negative responses) for these factors are still clearly positive.

Current student perceptions
Overall experience of Perth is positive

The research shows that for the majority of international students in Perth, the experience is positive.
“A city ideal for students - relatively lower cost of living (compared to other states), just vibrant and 
comfortable city life to have fun while not having too much distractions.” - Postgraduate by coursework from 
the Philippines.

Students were most likely to rate Perth positively for being friendly and welcoming, safety, and lifestyle. 
Overall, VEP students are more positive than university students, which is likely linked to the expected length 
of their stay, the cost of course fees, and their age – the VEP students surveyed tended to be slightly younger 
than the university students.
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“Because of cheap accommodation and transportation, affordable education destination, higher pay, high 
quality higher education, international and multicultural city, great place to live with a superb climate, stunning 
beaches, river and park, clean and silence environment.” - Foundation course from Nepal.

The research did identify some areas for potential improvement, especially for university students, and our 
recommendation is that strategic focus on improving these areas would contribute significantly to 
international students’ overall experience in Perth:

•		course	cost
•		cost	of	living
•		availability	of	jobs	while	studying
•		graduate	employment	outcomes.

Local and state governments have a clear role to play in developing policies to support ongoing improvement 
in these areas, with the intention of improving Perth’s reputation as an international student city.
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COMPARISON OF PROSPECTIVE AND CURRENT VIEWS ON PERTH

Comparing general statements about Perth, it’s clear that overall current students are more likely than 
prospects to feel positive about living and studying in Perth, with 91% of current students agreeing that Perth 
is a great place to live, 86% agreeing that students have a good experience while studying in Perth, and 89% 
saying they enjoy living in Perth.

Most of the changes in attitudes are from respondents shifting from the unsure column into agreement with the 
positive statements about Perth being a great place to live, and students having a good experience in Perth.

A slim majority of current students do feel that Perth is isolated, which is a significant shift from prospective 
student perceptions, and an issue that was raised frequently during focus groups. This isolation affects 
students in two ways:

•		they	find	it	too	expensive	to	visit	other	parts	of	Australia	for	tourism	or	to	visit	friends;	and,
•		they	find	it	expensive	and	inconvenient	for	family	to	travel	to	visit	them.
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“[I dislike the] isolation from other major Australian cities. Only if Perth was closer to them, it would have been 
much easier to travel.” - Postgraduate by research from India.

“It can feel isolated from the rest of Australia, especially when traveling during free time.” - Undergraduate from 
USA.

Perth’s location is an asset in most respects, influencing the positive perceptions of lifestyle, weather and 
environment, but it is worth considering ways of alleviating feelings of isolation, through subsidised or 
discounted travel, organised tourism and creating incentives and opportunities for family to visit.

Recommendations

•		Leverage	the	strengths	of	Perth	in	lifestyle	and	environmental	factors	to	provide	the	supporting	
    destination marketing collateral, underpinning individual institutions’ marketing strategies.
•		Policy	should	focus	on	improvements	to	affordable	cost	of	living	and	employment	factors,	which	are	at	the	
    edge of individual institutions’ spheres of influence.
•		Investigate	opportunities	to	reduce	feelings	of	geographic	isolation	through	travel	incentives,	discounts	or	
    organised tourism.

Key decision-making factors for 
prospective students
Choice order

Most prospective international students considering Perth universities choose the subject they want to study 
before they have chosen a country or university, with a fairly even split between students who choose country 
second and those who choose their university second.

Results for Perth universities only vary slightly from other Australian universities.

This choice order is closely related to the students’ primary motivation for studying overseas: most will already 
be on a chosen career path, know what they need to study to progress in their field, and will then choose the 
best environment or institution to help them reach that goal.
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Choosing a course

The most important single factor when choosing a course is that the course leads to the student’s chosen 
career: 31% of university prospects and 33% of VEP prospects chose this as their first-ranked factor when 
choosing a course.

Asking a similar question with a different structure confirmed this finding: 75% of university prospects and 78% 
of VEP prospects rated course content being closely linked to their future career as being very important (five 
stars on a five star rating).

The top secondary factors for university prospects are affordable tuition fees, high quality teaching, graduate 
employment rate, opportunities for networking with industry, clear pathways to further study or research, and 
then rankings and course reputation.

For VEP prospects high quality teaching, affordable tuition fees, clear pathways to further study, and 
opportunities to network with industry are all important factors in course choice.

Choosing an institution

Given that course choice comes before institution choice for most students, it makes sense that offering a 
specific course is the most important factor for VEP prospects (26%) when choosing an institution, and 
second-most important for university prospects (20% ranked it first) after scholarships (21% ranked it first).

High	quality	teaching	(11%)	and	being	welcoming	to	international	students	(11%)	are	the	next	most	important	
factors for university prospects. 

For VEP prospects, after course availability the most important factors are teaching quality and teaching staff 
qualifications, access to up-to-date technology including online learning options, and modern facilities. 
Providing a welcoming environment is unlikely to be the most important factor in institution choice, but it is in 
most prospects’ top five factors.

Recommendations

•			Institutions	should,	in	most	cases,	focus	their	marketing	communications	on	course	first.
•			Decisions	on	course	and	institution	are	most	likely	to	be	driven	by	desired	graduate	outcome,	which	
     for most international students are employment-focused, with teaching quality also a critical factor. 
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•		Course-based	communications	should	be	supported	by	key	institutional	metrics	on	student	experience,	
    graduate outcomes and teaching quality.
•		Government	plays	an	important	role	in	ensuring	the	factors	adjacent	to	institutional	performance	are	
    supported through both policy and messaging. 

Choosing a city

Choice of city is, for some students, the most complicated decision they will make, trading off preferred choice 
of institution, graduate outcomes, affordability, lifestyle and safety. For other students, it is not an active choice 
for them – it simply follows from their choice of institution, which university provided the best offer, or a 
scholarship. 

The most important factors for prospective students choosing a city are whether it is safe and welcoming, and 
whether it provides an affordable cost of living.

Access to institutions offering high quality teaching is vital, keeping in mind that most students choose course 
and institution ahead of city, and will have already identified their preferred institutions by the time they are 
comparing cities.
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Choosing a country
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Employability
For international students, employability has two distinct dimensions: graduate outcomes, and employment 
while studying. Of these, graduate employability is a more important driver of decision making on course and 
university pre-arrival, while access to employment can have a highly significant impact on the experience of 
international students post-arrival.

Importance of graduate employability to decision-making

The prospective student research shows that career outcome is the most important single factor for 
prospective international students when selecting a course. The students’ desired career outcome is the 
motivation to study overseas, and this will strongly influence their decision on what to study, which is the first 
decision made for 62% of university prospects and 64% of VEP prospects.

Graduate employment rates are an important predictor for prospective students, with 62% saying they would 
choose a university with high graduate employment rate over one with high student satisfaction ratings, 
reinforcing the view that international students are focused on career outcome to the extent they will 
compromise on their own medium-term enjoyment and student experience if they are confident in the long-
term outcome.
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Internships and work integrated learning

Internships and work integrated learning (WIL) are an increasingly important way for institutions to provide the 
skills and practical experience employers are seeking, and international students see them as an important 
way of progressing towards their desired graduate outcome.

Coordinated internships also have the benefit of exposing employers to international students, giving them a 
first-hand appreciation of the benefits of hiring international graduates and increasing diversity in their 
workforces, which in turn is likely to drive better employment outcomes for international graduates, directly 
benefitting education providers.

The majority of international students now expect the opportunity to participate in an internship linked to their 
course.
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Most students who had completed an internship found it to be a good experience overall.
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Current international student experience
About the students surveyed

The surveyed students were 55% female, 44% male. University students tended to be slightly older than VEP 
students.
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Why did they choose Perth?

Students choose Perth for many reasons, but for many the city strikes a good balance between size, lifestyle, 
affordability relative to Melbourne and Sydney, and access to high quality institutions.

Course and institution choice are very common drivers, with many students mentioning that they did not 
actually choose Perth, they chose a specific course or institution, which happened to be in Perth. This is 
important because it shows the need to place the universities and VEP providers prominently in attraction 
messaging designed to raise the international education profile of Perth overall.

This is equally true for agent coordination and messaging as it is for students.
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“Actually, I lived in capital city in my country. For that I know the bad sides of living big city, and I want to live 
in medium size city. And when I heard about Perth, I really like Perth’s natural environment. I love Perth’s 
weather, sea and blue sky.” – Undergraduate from South Korea.

“Affordable living and Tuition fees were the main reason to select Perth as a study destination. Another reason 
was the opportunity to work alongside my studies which helps with my living expenses.” - Postgraduate by 
coursework from India.

“At first, it is a very nice and clean city. The weather here is very comfortable. Second, the quality of teaching 
is very good and famous. Third, the people live here are very friendly and polite.” – Undergraduate from 
China.

For many students from East and South-East Asia, the proximity of Perth to their home countries is a plus, as 
is the time zone, which makes keeping in touch with friends and family at home easier.

“Because its closer to home and the living expenses is average, thus my choice of university is in Perth” - 
Vocational education and training from Malaysia.
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If they were making their choice again, 66% of current international students said they would choose Perth 
again, 19% were unsure, and 15% said they would choose a different city..
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Friends and family

Having	a	friend	or	family	member	in	a	city	is	a	major	advantage	for	many	students,	as	it	provides	a	social	
safety net as they are establishing themselves, and a trusted source of information on how to navigate the city 
and its social and administrative systems.

“Three of my siblings were already in Perth. I wanted to make it easier for my parents to visit us if we were all 
in the same place.”  - Undergraduate from Malaysia.

The survey found that 54% of current international students in Perth had friends or family living in Perth before 
they arrived.

Of those students who did have a friend or relative in Perth, more than half (51%) cited that person as a major 
influence on their choice of city, with a further 31% saying they were a minor influence on choice of city.
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Institution performance

Overall, most international students surveyed are happy with their university or VEP provider, particularly in 
terms of safety, campus location and facilities, teaching quality and support services.

Affordability of course fees is the only area where ratings are negative overall. Opportunities for engagement 
outside the classroom with local students and other international students is another area that could be 
improved, although this varies considerably between institutions.
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Employment while studying

Access to employment while studying is a key area of concern when choosing a city, with 62% of university 
prospects and 54% of VEP prospects saying that being able to find a job while studying is very important to 
them.

In fact for many international students, access to employment while studying is a more immediate concern, 
because lack of access to employment causes considerable stress and anxiety over whether they will be able 
to afford their tuition fees, rent and food.

Of the current students surveyed, 42% were looking for a job.

The majority of students interviewed in focus groups who were not working held scholarships and did not 
need to find additional work to support themselves.

Responses to the current student survey suggest that access to employment is one of the most difficult 
challenges to international students, with students suggesting that many employers have a poor 
understanding of international students’ visas and work rights and prefer locals even for casual roles.

Focus groups and anecdotal feedback in online surveys revealed a potential area of concern around 
exploitation and illegal underpayment of staff. Quantifying the extent to which exploitation is prevalent is 
beyond the scope of this research, but several students mentioned that they had been knowingly underpaid 
but felt powerless to object.

We see a role here for StudyPerth and institutions in Perth in providing advice and support to international 
students with regards to employment laws and their rights at work.

Students also expressed difficulty in developing experience in anything other than menial roles, which is a 
shock for many students who are academic high achievers from middle-class backgrounds in their home 
countries, or have significant career experience.

“Discrimination and lack of support from local community as well as student exploitation. Most shops have 
an understanding that international students can be paid less. They hire students from their own background 
and use the social cohesion to exploit them.” - Undergraduate from Turkey.
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The main issues for students are cost/value for money and being able to find good, safe, clean 
accommodation. Support from institutions in finding suitable accommodation varies – some students 
commented that their university effectively gave them a range of options close to campus, which helped a 
great deal, while others had struggled to know where to find accommodation until they discovered third-party 
websites specialising in rental accommodation.

“[I] dislike that it is hard to find job and just because we are Asian, the pay is low and not meeting the 
requirement wage.” - Undergraduate from Singapore.

“Finding a job is difficult, if you are a professional in your country and have a good job, don’t expect to come 
here and find something like it, the jobs for us are cleaning, waiters, now you should keep in mind that they 
demand experience to develop them.” – Undergraduate from Colombia.

“Hard	for	mature	aged	students	with	little	retail	experience	and	a	lot	of	white	collar/managerial	experience	to	
get a job and no advice.” - Postgraduate by coursework from Kenya.

Accommodation

Most international students in Perth are satisfied with accommodation options, if not exactly enthusiastically.
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Students showed a clear preference for privately-owned accommodation, with 84% living in private 
accommodation rather than owned or managed by their institutions. This was driven primarily by cost, with 
private accommodation seen as being significantly cheaper than on-campus options, most students who 
initially lived on campus moved into private accommodation relatively quickly.

Dedicated student accommodation is a popular option, especially for students who have recently arrived in 
Perth, but affordability is a key concern.

Most students in the focus groups indicated they lived close to their campus in privately-owned rental 
accommodation, due to affordability and transport preferences.
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New student accommodation options should ensure that a range of cost levels are available, and that costs 
are competitive with equivalent private accommodation costs. 

Transport

Public transport is vital to international students, most of whom do not have access to cars. Availability of 
transport is therefore a major influence on their decisions about where they can live and work.

While Perth’s public transport is seen as adequate by most international students, they did raise concerns 
around:

•		Operating	hours	–	particularly	at	night	where	services	are	infrequent	and	don’t	always	connect;	and,
•		Safety	–	several	students	recounted	experiences	of	harassment	or	feeling	threatened	on	public	
     transport.

This was balanced by the view that public transport is reasonably priced and provides a good level of service 
during the day.

Opening hours

International students are frustrated by the short opening hours of shops and entertainment venues, as this 
creates practical issues especially when managing study and work hours. 

“I dislike that the shops around Perth closes at 5pm, as I have classes until 5 or later and that leaves me with 
no time to go out.” - Foundation course from Malaysia.

“I don’t like accessibility to public transport and the shops which closes at 5 pm.” – Undergraduate from India.

“It is almost like a dead place after 5pm during work days.” – Undergraduate from Mauritius.

“Coming from a big urban city, I find it strange that most shops close at 5pm and that there aren’t a lot of 
well-known	brands.	Perhaps	that	would	make	it	more	attractive.	However,	I	personally	don’t	mind.” – 
Undergraduate from Indonesia.
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Perth’s closing hours impact international students in several ways:

•		practicalities	of	finding	time	to	do	basic	shopping	for	food	and	essentials;
•		reduced	opportunities	for	social	life	off-campus,	particularly	that	do	not	involve	alcohol;
•		reduced	opportunities	to	work	in	retail	and	hospitality	jobs	that	employ	significant	numbers	of	
    international students in other cities; and,
•		reduced	availability	of	public	transport.

Tourism

Tourism benefits from international students, both from students themselves travelling within Western 
Australia, and from visitors coming from interstate and overseas.

The survey found that 32% of international students in Perth have had someone visit them from outside the 
state, with a further 25% having someone planning to visit. It is most likely to be parents visiting.

More than half (55%) of students who had received a visitor reported that someone visits them from outside 
Western Australia at least once a year. Most will visit destinations close to Perth, with Perth and Fremantle, 
Margaret River, Rottnest Island, Albany, Yanchep National Park and the Swan Valley the most popular 
destinations.
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Students reported that they and their visitors were impressed by the quality of tourism options in Western 
Australia. The major barriers to greater tourism were:

•		cost	to	visitors	of	travelling	to	Western	Australia	from	outside	the	state;
•		cost	to	travel	within	the	state;
•		accessibility	of	destinations,	particularly	without	a	car;	and,
•		awareness	of	the	range	of	destinations	and	experiences	available.
 

Student support and safety
Pre-arrival concerns and expectations

Understanding prospective students’ pre-arrival concerns and comparing them to the actual experiences of 
current students allows us to better understand the causes of friction in international student decision-making, 
and plan to address them proactively.

Generally, the factors causing pre-arrival anxiety are reflected in the current students’ experiences: cost of 
living, cost of tuition fees, and availability of jobs are the biggest concerns for both groups.

Safety is a concern pre-arrival, especially for university prospects, but significantly decreases in relative 
importance for current students, as academic performance becomes a more immediate challenge.
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Current student concerns mirror pre-arrival anxieties

Online surveys and focus groups with current international students in Perth found several areas where their 
student experience could be improved:

•		Access	to	jobs
•		High	cost	of	course	fees
•		Cost	of	living
•		Integration	and	acceptance
•		Access	to	public	transport
•		Opening	hours.

Three out of the top four concerns relate directly to financial stresses: employment, cost of living and cost of 
tuition. Cost of living and access to employment sit adjacent to the core role of any individual institution yet 
clearly impact their international students, and there is a need here for greater coordination between 
institutions, government and industry to better support international students in these areas.
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Integration and acceptance

Most students interviewed in focus groups suggested that more could be done to integrate with local 
students, and that they struggle to form friendships with Australians, who are generally seen as being 
superficially friendly but disinterested in international students.

“The only thing I find hard is being able to interact with the students that are already here! The Australian stu-
dents are the ones that know the most about the systems how things work here at the university. All 
international students are able to find each other but still remain lost in times.” – Undergraduate from Canada.

Encouraging local students to mix with international students is a common challenge for education providers 
in Australia, and we don’t believe that integration barriers are any worse in Perth than in other cities.
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“[Perth would be more attractive if it had] better integration of international students with local culture and 
domestic students because we experience a segregation and a fair bit of racism to be honest.” - 
Undergraduate from Singapore.

This is not a challenge that is limited to Perth, but it highlights the need to manage and positively shape 
community attitudes to international students and the benefits they bring to the community. State and local 
governments can play an important leadership role here.

Safety perceptions

Students’ perceptions of safety in Perth are overall positive, but not universally so. 

Most students felt that their institutions are managing on-campus safety well and provide adequate security 
and support for students, particularly the larger universities.

Perceptions of safety for Perth more broadly were closely linked to the origin country and gender of the 
students, with female students from China and South-East Asia more likely to express feelings of being 
unsafe, specifically on public transport, when walking through the Perth central business district at night, and 
in the suburbs due to limited street lighting and the need to wait long periods for public transport.

Students linked this directly with the lack of people in these areas at night, which contributes to feelings of 
vulnerability.

Course fees

When international students decide to study in Australia they are assessing that the course fees they pay will 
eventually provide a return on their investment which is partly financial and partly experiential. For current 
international students, the financial return is still some years away, but while studying their course fees are a 
cause of significant stress for many. Perceptions of value will ultimately depend on the long-term outcome, 
and many students factor this into their responses when asked about value for money, giving neutral 
responses because it is simply too early to tell whether the cost is worth it.
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What is clear is that international students are aware that they pay significantly more for the same courses 
compared to domestic students, and this impacts their perceptions of value while creating a risk that they feel 
exploited.

“When Australians students pay less than $1000 for a course that international students pay $6500, its unfair 
to me.” - VET student from France.

“The tuition fees are very high, almost four times that of a local student and this makes us more critical to the 
education. Living on campus is also very expensive, I´m sharing a house with another student closer to the 
city and it cost me about half of what a room costs at campus.” – Undergraduate from Sweden.

“The course fee is too high for international students in comparison to domestic students. Job placement is 
the must.” - Postgraduate by coursework from Nepal.

“The course fees are extremely high for international students and continue to rise. Perhaps more scholar-
ships/student aid could be available.” - Postgraduate by coursework from USA.

Western Australia statistics
University sector mix

Western Australia’s universities are heavily reliant on management and commerce, with this discipline 
generating 40.8% of total higher education commencements in 2017 (source: Department of Education and 
Training). Of these commencing management and commerce students, 41.6% were in bachelor degrees, 
38.5% in masters degree by coursework, and 14.6% in diploma courses.

This heavy reliance on management and commerce is actually not as strong as Australia overall, which had 
45.3% of 2017 commencing university students in that field of study.

Compared to Australia overall, in 2017 Western Australian universities had a higher proportion of bachelor 
degree and diploma commencements, and a significantly lower proportion of masters by coursework, 
predominantly in information technology and management and commerce.

The fields of study where Western Australia is better represented compared to Australia overall are 
undergraduate health and natural and physical sciences, and postgraduate engineering and sciences.

Western Australia was below the national average in postgraduate management and commerce and 
information technology, and undergraduate information technology.
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Western Australia’s key source markets and growth share

Between 2016 and 2017 Western Australia’s market share of international commencements has declined 
across all sectors.
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Western Australia’s performance by key markets varies considerably, but the news has not been good. In 
terms of year on year growth in commencements in 2016-2017, Western Australia performed worse than 
Australia overall in all of Australia’s top 20 source countries. 

Western Australia declined in commencements in India, Brazil, South Korea, Malaysia, Colombia, Taiwan, the 
USA, Sri Lanka and Spain, all markets which grew for Australia overall.

Western	Australia	also	declined	faster	than	Australia	in	Thailand,	Vietnam,	Indonesia,	Hong	Kong,	Italy,	the	
Philippines and the United Kingdom.

Western Australia grew commencements in China, Nepal and Japan, but Australia overall grew faster, 
meaning that the state lost market share even in its best markets.

Australia’s Top 20 Source Markets by volume (commencement growth 2016-2017). Source: AusTrade

Analysis of state-by-state commencement data shows that the bulk of growth in international education is 
concentrated in Victoria and New South Wales, with Queensland growing faster than its two southern rivals in 
ELICOS commencements, at the expense of Western Australia.
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Share of international commencements by state. Source: Austrade.
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This is reflected in the cities Perth’s current international students said they have considered, with Melbourne 
the preferred option other than Perth.

Melbourne and Sydney do have advantages provided by greater choice of institutions, access to employers, 
higher international awareness and a greater critical mass of international students and established migrant 
communities from key source markets. 

Perth is competitive on cost of living and lifestyle, but a renewed focus on employability is needed to improve 
Perth’s overall proposition.
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