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A reminder of our methodology

533
International 

applicants applying 

for Autumn 2021 or 

2022 entry

‘International applicants’ are those 

applying to universities outside the 

country/countries where they have legal 

citizenship

All sample from UCAS’s database

Fieldwork 24th May – 1st June 2021

Online survey
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The state of play 

for international 

applicants

The view of 

international applicants
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The UK remains a hub for international 

application, and UK universities are in a good 

position to attract applicants
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88%
Of international applicants see the UK 

as a positive (48%) or very positive 

(40%) place to study

Q12. How positively or negatively do you view the UK as a place to study? 

Base: All respondents (533)
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63% believe the UK is a better option compared to 

other countries they’re considering applying to

Q13. When it comes to studying in the UK, do you feel the UK is a better or worse option compared to other countries you're considering applying to study at?

Base: All respondents (533)

63%
25%

8%
4%

The UK is a 

better option

The UK is in the 

same position as 

other countries

The UK is a 

worse option

Don’t 

know

Especially among applicants from 

Africa (77%) and the Americas (73%)
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The UK’s strong reputation for academic excellence 

continues to drive application

5%

5%

4%

4%

3%

3%

2%

2%

2%

2%

2%

2%

2%

University College London (UCL)

University of Manchester

King's College London

University of Edinburgh

Imperial College London

University of Warwick

London School of Economics and Political Science

Queen Mary University of London

University of Cambridge

University of Glasgow

Univeristy of Liverpool

University of Oxford

University of St Andrews

% applied to each university (universities drawing 2% and above shown) 

Q6b. Which university is your preferred choice in the UK?

Base: All applying/considering applying to study in the UK (508)

Other institutions – 1% or below

Russell 

Group 

institutions
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The UK is clearly an attractive prospect for 

international applicants – but choosing a UK 

university is not a foregone conclusion
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Just

5%
have applied 

only
to the UK

June 24th 2021

Q6. You mentioned you’ve already applied to study abroad this year or are considering doing so. Which countries are you considering/have you already applied to study in? 

Base: All respondents (533)
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The UK is competing with other nations for applicants

9%

8%

7%

5%

5%

3%

3%

3%

2%

2%

United States of America

Canada

Netherlands

Republic of Ireland

Australia

Germany

France

Singapore

Italy

Spain

% applied to each country outside of the UK – top 10 competitors

Other countries – 1% or below

Q6. You mentioned you’ve already applied to study abroad this year or are considering doing so. Which countries are you considering/have you already applied to study in? 

Base: All respondents (533)
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There are signs that younger age groups and those in 

Europe are feeling less positive about the UK

Q13. When it comes to studying in the UK, do you feel the UK is a better or worse option compared to other countries you're considering applying to study at?

Base: All respondents (533). *Please note that the base size for those over 25 is low (26) – results should be considered indicative only.

0%
8%

92%

2%

19%

72%

4%

22%

68%

11%

29%

57%

UK is a worse optionUK is in the same position as

other countries

UK is a better option

Over 25*

21-25

19-20

17-18

‘The UK is a better option’ 

Africa (77%)

Americas (73%) 

---

Central and Eastern Europe (52%) 

Western Europe (53%)

Perception of UK by age (% selecting) 
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More could be done to make international applicants 

feel ready to study abroad

Q11. How ready to study abroad do you feel? (including Don’t Know answer option not visualized)

Base: All respondents (533)

46%44% 4%
50%

NET: could feel 

more ready
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Those feeling completely ready are excited to move 

abroad and start their new lives

Q11. How ready to study abroad do you feel?

Base: All respondents (533)

44%
“I have my plans 
and my goals and 
I know this is 
what’s best for 
me” 

Reasons for feeling completely ready:

Excited for 

opportunities

Pre-existing experience 

living abroad

University 

communications

“I have moved around 
many times in my past and I 
am looking forward to the 
new city and country I‘m 
going to be a part of”

“Open days have helped 
prepare me for what to 
expect and I also have the 
full support of my friends 
and family” 
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For those feeling less prepared, universities should step 

in to provide information, support, and reassurance 

Q11. How ready to study abroad do you feel?

Base: All respondents (533)

“The stress of this 
new life, of being on 
my own and far from 
my family and friends 
makes me sometimes 
feel like I am not 
ready” 

Reasons for feeling somewhat ready/not at all ready:

Hesitant to leave 

family/friends

Brexit/

costs

The 

pandemic

50%

NET: could feel 

more ready

Waiting for university 

confirmation

“The financial impact 
is somewhat 
worrisome, because 
there is almost no 
financial support for 
EU students since the 
Brexit” 

“I also have to 
imagine what 
restrictions would be 
like living in cities or 
away from cities, and 
in general, what covid 
in the UK is like”

“I am still waiting for 
decisions from 
certain universities 
before I decide and 
start preparing for my 
departure” 



June 24th 2021

Decision-making is complex – international 

applicants are influenced by a range of factors 

when it comes to university choice 
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The key difference in priority between UK-domestic 

and international applicants is their view on costs 

83%

62%

55%

54%

51%

47%

46%

46%

43%

37%

36%

22%

20%

The course itself

Costs, overall

University reputation

Future employability in my country of study

The country the university is located in

The location/environment of the university (e.g. the region, city)

Campus facilities

Opportunities for scholarships

The way the university has communicated/interacted with you

Future employability in my home country

Social life

Recommendations from others

University open day/virtual open day

% selecting each factor as ‘very important’

Q10. How important are each of these factors when deciding which university to study at abroad?

Base: All respondents (533)
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International applicants have the future in mind -

many will want to stay and access job opportunities 

which their degree opens for them

September 21st 2020

54% 37%

Future employability in my 

country of study 

(% very important)  

Future employability in my 

home country

(% very important)  

Higher in Africa (64%) and Asia (57%)

Q10. How important are each of these factors when deciding which university to study at abroad?

Base: All respondents (533)
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As a destination, the UK fulfils a set hierarchy of 

needs

77%

61%

59%

53%

52%

51%

50%

44%

43%

37%

36%

20%

19%

14%

11%

The UK has a strong academic reputation

UK universities have high-quality facilities

A UK university provides the ideal course for me

The UK is a diverse, multicultural country

Attractive culture/social life/history

The UK is welcoming to international students

The UK has a large international student community

To boost my employability

The UK provides opportunities with industry/employers

I have always planned on studying in the UK

Recommendations from parents/teachers/friends

To secure a post-study work visa

To improve my English

The success of the COVID-19 vaccine programme

Recommendations from education agents

Reasons to apply - % selecting each factor

Q15. Which, if any, of the following are reasons why you would apply to study at a university in the UK rather than elsewhere?

Base: All respondents (533)

Learning

Living

Employability
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High costs, Brexit, and the impact of the pandemic 

put international applicants off UK study

69%

36%

34%

32%

27%

27%

20%

15%

13%

9%

9%

8%

7%

7%

5%

3%

2%

High tuition fees/living costs

The impact of Brexit

Travel restrictions due to COVID-19

General uncertainty around COVID-19

Difficulty securing a visa

Changes to course delivery (e.g. online learning) due to COVID-19

Entry/quarantine requirements upon arrival in the UK due to COVID-19

Entry requirements are too high

I wouldn't feel welcome/safe in the UK

A university in a different (non-UK) country provides the ideal course for me

Other countries provide greater opportunities with industry/employers…

Universities in other (non-UK) countries have higher-quality facilities

Negative comments from parents/teachers/friends

Other countries have a stronger academic reputation than the UK

Studying in a different (non-UK) country would boost my employability more

Lack of confidence speaking English

Negative comments from education agents

Higher in Americas and

Africa

Barriers - % selecting each factor

Q16. And which, if any, of the following are reasons why you would be put off studying in the UK?

Base: All respondents (533)

Higher in Central and 

Eastern Europe and 

Western Europe

Higher in Americas and

Asia
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The future is in 

mind: many want to 

stay after 

graduating and 

seek to boost their 

employability in the 

UK

What does this tell us about international applicants?

The UK is highly 

attractive but there 

is evidence of a shift 

in perceptions 

among the younger 

age group and 

certain markets

Applicants are 

applying to other 

countries too –

choosing a UK 

university is not a 

foregone 

conclusion
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NEXT STEPS FOR HEPS

Universities should 

provide clarity and 

reassurance over 

issues they have 

control of to better 

support international 

applicants

Deliver on what 

international 

applicants find 

important to engage 

with them - they need 

to be convinced they 

are getting ‘bang for 

their buck’

International 

applicants will be 

looking for support in 

finding a job – there is 

an opportunity for 

universities to step in 

and provide this 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR PROVIDERS
June 24th 2021
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Information needs 

and communications

The view of 

international applicants
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With the pandemic causing uncertainty around 

what the academic year ahead will look like, 

international applicants need more information 

from universities 
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Q17. Thinking about your chosen university, how much have you heard from them about what the academic year will look like and the impact of COVID-19?

Base: All respondents (533)

72%
need more information 

about how the 

pandemic will impact 

the academic year

June 24th 2021
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International applicants are likely to want more 

information even if they’ve received some or a lot 

28%

38%

26%

8%

I don’t need anymore 

information

I’ve heard some 

things but still need 

more information

I’ve heard a lot but still 

need more information

I’ve heard nothing and 

need more information 

Q17. Thinking about your chosen university, how much have you heard from them about what the academic year will look like and the impact of COVID-19?

Base: All respondents (533)

‘I need more information’ 

Asia (81%)

Americas (75%) 
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Course delivery details are the priority, but 

international applicants also want to hear lived 

experiences from current students

80%

67%

65%

61%

59%

59%

Course delivery (e.g. face to face / virtual

/ blended)

Specific Covid-19 measures on campus

Types of social events being

planned/happening

Tips on preparing to start

Specific Covid-19 measures in

accommodation

Hearing from current students about

learning during COVID-19

% selecting each type of information

Q18. What type of information would you like to receive from your chosen university about what the academic year will look like and the impact of COVID-19? 

Base: All who need more information (398)

Americas (87%)

Central and Eastern 

Europe (87%) 

Asia (74%)
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Email should be the first port of call for universities 

when contacting international applicants

Q19. And how would you like to receive this information from universities?

Base: All who need more information (398)

Contact preferences (% selecting each channel) 

97%

27%

26%

15%

14%

11%

9%

Via email

Via social media

Via a webinar

Via a live chat

Via video

Via a letter

Via the phone

Central and Eastern Europe (35%)

Asia (32%) 

---

Africa (9%)
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Virtual sources are proving instrumental during 

this cycle – but other sources play an important 

role in decision-making
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Friends/colleagues, parents/family, and current 

students play important roles in giving information

78%
72%

46%

38%

38%

35%

32%

27%

27%

24%

22%

19%

19%

15%

12%

6%

2%

2%

University website

UCAS website

University social media (e.g. Facebook, Instagram,…

Friends/colleagues

Open day/virtual open day

Direct contact with a university (e.g. emails, phone…

Parents/family

Online forums (e.g. Student Room)

Current students

Printed/online prospectus in English

League tables

Education agents

Teachers/lecturers

Non-university social media

British Council website (e.g. Study UK)

Graduate recruitment figures

Country-specific website(s) (e.g. Edu Canada, Study…

Printed/online prospectus in your native language

% using each source

Q8. Which of the following sources of information, if any, have you been using to find out more about studying abroad? 

Base: All respondents (533)

Virtual source

Contact with other 

people

Mediterranean and Middle East (40%)

Mediterranean and Middle East (33%) Asia (27%)

A nice-to-have, but not crucial 
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The views of other people are just as useful as 

university websites and other virtual sources

91%

87%

83%

80%

80%

76%

75%

72%

68%

66%

66%

66%

65%

62%

54%

51%

University website

Current students

Open day/virtual open day

Direct contact with a university (e.g. emails, phone…

Education agents

UCAS website

Friends/colleagues

League tables

Non-university social media

Teachers/lecturers

Online forums (e.g. Student Room)

Parents/family

Printed/online prospectus in English

Graduate recruitment figures

British Council website (e.g. Study UK)

University social media (e.g. Facebook, Instagram,…

Source usefulness (aggregated %)

Q9. And how useful were the following sources of information when you used them to find out more about studying abroad? 

Base: All respondents who used each source. Base sizes vary per source. Sources with base size below 30 not shown.

Virtual source

Contact with other 

people

Africa (97%)

Americas (90%)
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Email is preferred, 

but applicants also 

value the word of 

current students

What does this tell us about international applicants?

As a result of the 

pandemic 

applicants  want 

more information 

about what 

university will 

look like

Applicants engage 

with institutions 

virtually, but also 

find the views of 

others highly useful 

in weighing-up 

decisions 
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NEXT STEPS FOR HEPS

Universities should 

take action with 

confidence: additional

information is required

and this provides an 

opportunity to leave a 

good impression on 

applicants 

Digital sources such 

as the website must be 

continually optimised

to meet information 

needs and provide 

great user-experience

Universities should 

facilitate contact 

between current 

students and 

international 

applicants

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR PROVIDERS
June 24th 2021
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Key takeouts

June 24th 2021
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The view of 

international applicants
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Range of modules
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It’s a good-news story for the UK – 88% of international applicants see it as a 

positive place to study

International applicants continue to be attracted by the strong reputation 

and prestige of UK universities

The UK is competing on a global level, and attending a UK 

university is not a foregone conclusion

It’s crucial that universities communicate regularly with 

international applicants to offer support and information

The views of others (especially current students) are 

valued – these connections should be facilitated

June 24th 2021
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Thank you for attending

A recording of this webinar will be available on the UCAS 

Media website. We again welcome any suggestions for 

future topics for the webinars in this series. Please send 

us your suggestions. 

B.Pepin@ucas.ac.uk

josephine.hansom@youthsight.com

mailto:B.Pepin@ucas.ac.uk
mailto:josephine.hansom@youthsight.com



