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Methodology

The inaugural edition of Cialfo’s annual report 
‘Understanding Student Recruitment’  is based on a survey 
of 3,785 high school students aged 14–18 years old, across 
over 100 countries in Asia Pacific, Latin America, North 
America, and EMEA. The online survey was done over a 
six-week period in April and May 2021, and its findings have 
been supplemented by other data-based industry reports 
from McKinsey and the Institute of International Education 
(IIE), amongst others. 
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Introduction

Before the pandemic struck, international student mobility was at an all-time high. Some 
5 million students1 flocked to the United States (US), United Kingdom (UK), Australia, 
Singapore, Canada and the Netherlands, amongst others, in their quest for high-quality 
education, multicultural experiences and job opportunities. 

Much of this changed in 2020 due to the travel restrictions and campus closures related 
to Covid-19. In the US, the number of international students fell 1.8% for the first time, 
and estimates suggest that Australia’s travel restrictions will lead to 300,000 fewer 
international students if travel restrictions remain in place. It’s a disruption unlike anything 
we’ve seen before. 

To understand how students are feeling about the many changes in the higher education 
landscape, Cialfo surveyed its global student database and found that while the majority 
are more cautious, they remain confident about studying abroad. In fact, as many as 
60% say that the pandemic isn’t impacting their overseas higher education plans. This 
finding is corroborated by trends at universities. According to the Institute of International 
Education (IIE),  43% of institutions in the US reported an increase in their international 
student applications for the 2021/22 academic year, almost double the increase reported 
by institutions a year ago4.

1 https://www.oecd.org/education/skills-beyond-school/AHELOFSReportVolume1.pdf
2 https://www.cnbc.com/2020/11/17/fewer-international-students-cost-the-country-1point8-billion-last-year.html
3 https://theconversation.com/covid-to-halve-international-student-numbers-in-australia-by-mid-2021-its-not-just-unis-that-will-feel-their-loss-148997
4 https://www.iie.org/en/Research-and-Insights/Publications/COVID-19-Effects-on-US-Higher-Education-Campuses-Report-4
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College admissions officers are getting busier, too, with the same study showing that 77% 
of higher education institutions reported funding outreach and recruitment of international 
students at the same levels or higher than previously. Institutions are continuing to 
prioritize outreach to international students, with a focus on online recruitment events 
(73%), working with current international students (68%), and social media (65%).

Still, it’s not business as usual, especially with 76% of students concerned about their 
ability to enjoy their university experience in this current environment, and 58% not seeing 
the value in paying full tuition fees for an online-only experience. 

For student recruitment, these trends present opportunities and challenges. Institutes of 
higher education will need to reimagine not only how they recruit and market to students, 
but also campus life. Beyond seeking information on academic programs and financial 
aid, students and their parents want to know what health and safety protocols institutes 
have in place, as well as how their travel plans and visa concerns are addressed. More 
importantly, until a return to the in-person academic experience, can universities offer 
more unique, immersive experiences?

In this report, based on a survey of 3,785 high school students, we’ve identified current 
sentiment around international higher education, actionable insights, expert commentary 
and best practices to help universities and students navigate a new reality. 
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Strong global demand for international higher education

Despite an unusual academic year, the 
global demand for international education 
has remained relatively strong, with 60% of 
respondents saying that the pandemic has 
had no impact on their overseas education 
plans. 

But students are nevertheless grappling 
with safety concerns and travel restrictions 
related to Covid-19, as backlogs for 
visa requests, shuttered consulates and 
bureaucratic rules5,6 continue to disrupt 
their plans to return to campus. 

These circumstances are tangibly impacting 
student enrollment. While applications 
have remained steady, the Institute of 
International Education (IIE) reported that 
US institutions, which received close to 
1.1 million international students in 2019–
2020, saw international enrollments fall 
43%. Elsewhere in Australia, government 
regulations are affecting student arrivals, 
with data from February 2021 showing that 
only 200 international students arrived in 
the country, down from 121,120 in the same 
month of last year7.

Globally, 44% of students say they’re 
concerned about safety and travel 
restrictions, but APAC, which accounts for 
a significant proportion of international 
students, specifically from China and India8, 
surpasses the global average with as many 
as 50% of students affected. 

Travel restrictions and safety concerns are 
having a ripple effect, with as many as 76% 
of students saying they are worried about 
not enjoying the university experience to 
the fullest. 

5 https://thewire.in/education/indian-students-american-dream-university-visa-covid-19
6 https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Caixin/US-embassy-in-China-to-resume-student-visa-processing-on-May-4
7 https://thepienews.com/the-view-from/australia-at-a-crossroads-will-international-students-hold-out-for-borders-to-open/
8 http://uis.unesco.org/en/uis-student-flow

Adding to this is the 58% of students who 
say they don’t see the value in paying full 
tuition for an online-only experience—and 
the 46% who are worried about what the 
pandemic means for their career prospects. 
Tellingly, these findings don’t vary 
significantly by region.
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Examining the impact of Covid-19 on students' decision 
to study overseas
Students top concerns related to studying abroad

APAC

APAC

APAC

APAC

LATAM

LATAM

LATAM

LATAM

49%
Lack of financial 
access/support

44%
Safety concerns and travel 

restrictions related to Covid-19

49%
Job uncertainty in foreign 
countries after graduation

32%
Racism

49%

50%

51%

41%

North America 42%

North America 45%

North America 23%

63%

27%

56%

17%

North America 43%

EMEA 53% EMEA 48%

EMEA 36% EMEA 25%

APAC: Asia-Pacific | LATAM: Latin America | EMEA: Europe, Middle East, and Africa
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The impact of the pandemic on studying abroad

APAC

APAC

LATAM

LATAM

60%
No impact

8%
More likely to study abroad

58%

8%

62%

18%

APAC

LATAM

32%
More hesitant to study abroad

34%

19%

North America 60%

EMEA 64%

North America 34%

EMEA 27%

North America 6%

EMEA 9%

APAC: Asia-Pacific | LATAM: Latin America | EMEA: Europe, Middle East, and Africa



07

Biggest concerns related to the pandemic

76%
Unable to enjoy 
the university 
experience to the 
fullest

APAC

LATAM

77%

73%

58%
Don’t see value 
paying full tuition 
fees for an online-
only university 
experience

APAC

LATAM

62%

48%

46%
Worried the 
pandemic will 
affect my career 
prospects

APAC

LATAM

48%

42%

North America 72%

EMEA 77%

North America 59%

EMEA 48%

North America 43%

EMEA 45%

APAC: Asia-Pacific | LATAM: Latin America | EMEA: Europe, Middle East, and Africa
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“Since the start of the pandemic, the U 
of T recruitment community’s collective 
efforts have yielded extraordinary lessons 
for our future work. During this time, our 
direct recruitment strategy took a three-
pronged approach: virtual visits & fairs; 
webinars & major online events; and virtual 
appointments. This approach filled the 
gap created by some of the challenges 
that high schools were experiencing. It 
also provided a service to students who 
found themselves doing more independent 
research on their post-secondary options.
 
While there is no denying the challenges of 
the past year, our shared experience leaves 
us no doubt that the next generation of 
prospects will expect us to have learned 
from this pivot, to live up to our reputation 
as Canada’s most innovative university, 
and not to abandon the extraordinary 
potential and versatility of virtual student 
engagement. At the same time, there 
is value in the hard work of building 
relationships with prospective students, 
applicants, parents, and high school 
counsellors face-to-face and we look 
forward to advancing a hybrid recruitment 
strategy that allows us to both continue the 
work we’ve been doing and pick up where 
we left off.”

Natasha Bijelich
Assistant Director, International Student 
Recruitment at University of Toronto

Pandemic best practices for 
student recruitment

For universities, the indefinite nature of 
the pandemic is an added challenge to 
navigate, but many have already adapted 
their enrollment strategies, which differ 
based on each institution’s scenario 
planning, financial resilience, value 
proposition and ability to serve students 
remotely. 

Personalized communication with 
prospective students One McKinsey 
study found that 52% of students said 
conversations with faculty about an 
academic major or remote learning 
would make them think more favourably 
about a school. We recommend 
taking it a step further, and tailoring 
communication to address students’ 
specific needs and concerns. 

Embrace virtual engagement The same 
McKinsey study found that 36% of 
students ranked virtual first-year student 
gatherings as their top choice to build 
community. In the last year, we’ve seen 
virtual engagement activities effectively 
bridge the gaps of distance and create 
channels for universities to broaden their 
reach into the future — all while reducing 
their carbon footprint, which is a growing 
priority for environmentally conscious 
Gen Z. 

Embracing data Leveraging data is a 
game-changer in helping universities 
understand the kind of information their 
target demographic is looking for in this 
current environment, and how to ensure 
it’s not only reaching, but engaging them.

Equitable distribution of remote learning 
If the uncertainty and travel restrictions 
roll over into the next academic year, 
universities will need to consider 
providing students with the necessary 
equipment and internet access to ensure 
they are set up for success in remote 
learning environments.
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What prospective students want

9 https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/2020/world-ranking

In line with our mission of making education accessible to 100 million students, and to help 
higher education institutions navigate the ongoing uncertainty, our research focused on 
understanding student perspectives and their higher education motivations.  

At the heart of students’ motivation for an international education is the opportunity to live 
abroad and gain new life experiences (67%); this is followed by “better” academic programs 
(53%), and exploring different cultures and making international connections (53%). 

Regionally, there are some variations, with fewer students in North America seeking new life 
experiences abroad (52%), or wanting to explore different cultures and make international 
connections (43%), compared to those in APAC, LATAM and EMEA. One reason for this is 
because the United States attracts the highest number of students from around the world, 
and the country’s institutions dominate global university rankings9. 

As for how students choose their universities, reputation, academic requirements, costs 
and financial aid remain key considerations. This is especially true for students in APAC 
and LATAM, with APAC ranking reputation (72%) as the most important factor, and LATAM 
putting cost and financial aid ahead of everything else. North American students’ top criteria 
are split between reputation (62%) and academic requirements (61%), while those from 
EMEA rate academic requirements (66%) and cost (65%) over reputation.
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APAC

APAC

APAC

APAC

LATAM

LATAM

LATAM

LATAM

EMEA

EMEA

EMEA

EMEA

67%
Living abroad & gaining 

new life experiences

53%
Exploring the culture & making 

international connections

53%
Better academic programs than 
universities in my home country

32%
Better employment opportunities 

than my home country

39%

74%

76%

71%

65%

71%

60%

58%

64%

52%

50%

37%

North America 52% North America 43%

North America North America 16%27%

APAC: Asia-Pacific | LATAM: Latin America | EMEA: Europe, Middle East, and Africa

Understanding the role of an international university experience
Reasons to go overseas
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Prospective students’ priorities when choosing a university

67%
Reputation

67%
Academic requirements

60%
Cost & financial aid

27%
Communication 
with university

50%
Country of university

26%
Advice from 

High School Counselor

37%
Setting of university 
(rural versus urban)

21%
Size of university
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Priorities vary around the world

North America

LATAM

EMEA

APAC

62%
Reputation

66%
Academic 

requirements

61%
Academic 

requirements

67%
Academic 

requirements

65%
Cost & 

financial aid

57%
Cost & 

financial aid

57%
Reputation

64%
Reputation

77%
Cost & 

financial aid

72%
Reputation

70%
Academic 

requirements 

59%
Cost & 

financial aid 

APAC: Asia-Pacific | LATAM: Latin America | EMEA: Europe, Middle East, and Africa
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How universities are responding

Our findings show that what students really 
want is a return to in-person university 
experiences, but until this happens—and it 
will—universities must continuously find digital 
yet meaningful ways to replicate those offline 
experiences and drive student engagement. 

Some Ivy League universities and large state 
schools in the United States are already seeing 
enrollment increases due in part to waiving 
standardized test requirements, but others are 
finding success with innovative virtual tours. 

Columbia University, which previously offered 
on-demand virtual tours, responded to the 
pandemic by introducing virtual campus tours 
hosted by current students. With the virtual 
tour, people can enjoy a walk through key 
places and spaces that make up the student 
experiences, while also giving them the 
opportunity to connect with the student tour 
guide directly to ask questions and learn more 
about the campus and New York City.

Creating a virtual tour is not only beneficial 
for now - its advantages will be felt even after 
travel resumes. Students and families who may 
not have normally been able to do multiple trips 
to campuses can familiarize themselves with 
the facilities and grounds from the comfort 
of their own home.

With traditional draws like campuses or 
geographic locations currently off the table, it 
is even more crucial that universities reinvent 
their value proposition to keep up with 
students’ needs. For example, students today 
want to know about institutional investments 
in and commitments to safety, well-being, 
inclusion, social justice and environmental 
protection. Universities that make genuine and 
long-term commitments to supporting these 
core generational values will be best positioned 
to benefit from their digital channels and 
organically engage prospective students. 
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“One of my favourite things that we’ve done 
this year is to offer holder events, which 
typically, in a normal year, happen in person, 
and they’re very much targeted at those 
students who already live in the UK. We’ve 
had to restructure these events for a digital 
format and in doing that we were able 
to make it accessible to everyone, even 
beyond the UK. That’s been fantastic for us 
from an international student perspective, 
with wider participation from prospective 
students in a way that’s made the university 
more accessible to everyone.”

“What is more important for students is 
the quality of the interaction they recieve, 
not whether it is face-to-face or digital. 
But in terms of quality, currently it is the 
digital interactions which are delivering; 
student participation is up and we have 
access to university representatives that 
we previously would not have been able to 
reach. So, far from suffering from a lack of 
face-to-face interaction, evidence suggests 
that provision has in fact greatly improved”

“In our experiences this year, we saw our international students, 
both current students and prospective applicants, make every 
effort to remain engaged despite the frustration that they could 
not engage in the ways they had anticipated. At Brown, we 
tried to reassure and encourage students by providing as many 
virtual platforms as we could, including group events, office 
hours, personal meetings, and workshops, by being mindful of 
time zone issues and individual preferences for ways in which 
to connect using technology. We felt it important to emphasize 
our belief that students would help us find solutions in their 
efforts to adapt to new methods of teaching, to think creatively, 
and to build community in innovative ways. We hope that 
students understood how much we value their intelligence, 
their resilience, and their unfailing hope and optimism, 
especially when they were faced with so many challenges due 
to the pandemic and to worldwide political and social unrest.”

Panetha Ott
Director of Admission, 
International Recruitment 
at Brown University

What the global admissions experts say

Ciara Newby
Acting Head of Undergraduate Recruitment 

(International) at University of Bath

Joseph Marshall
Head of Higher Education at 

The Alice Smith School
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Students’ views on the cost and value of higher education

Already concerned about their ability to enjoy the university experience (76%) in this 
climate and not seeing the value in paying full fees for an online-only experience (58%), 
some prospective students are also questioning the financial support they’ll receive 
abroad. In fact, for students from LATAM (63%) and EMEA (53%), it is a top concern, even 
ahead of Covid-19 related health and safety issues. 

To understand whether 
international students still 
consider an international degree 
a good investment, we need to 
first learn what their expectations 
around fees and expenses are. 
Globally, 28% believe costs related 
to fees and expenses will hover 
between US$ 40,000-60,000 
annually, but as many as 10% think 
it will be upwards of US$ 80,000. 

Of the students polled, 68% say 
their parents will help pay for 
tuition and expenses, while 59% 
are relying on scholarships. With 
these findings, there were some 
regional disparities: students in 
Asia (71%) are the most reliant 
on their parents, while those from 
North America (61%) are the 
least. Crucially, LATAM is the only 
region where students depend on 
scholarships (71%) more than they 
do on their parents (65%). LATAM 
is also the only region where 
educational loans (13%) ranked in 
the top three as a source 
of funding. 

Students’ dependence on their 
parents goes beyond funding 
in APAC, with 80% of those 
surveyed saying their parents are 
an influence in their university 
decisions. Once again, LATAM 
(71%) and EMEA (71%) students 
are the ones least influenced by 
their parents.
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Students’ perspective of costs, expenses and salary expectations 
Expected cost in fees and expenses (in USD)

Paying for tuition and expenses

20,000-40,000

60,000-80,000

40,000-60,000

80,000-100,000

APAC

North America

LATAM

EMEA

71%

65%

61%

68%

70% 43%

58% 44%

45%

14%

14%

13%*

16%

Parents Scholarship Part-time jobs Don’t know
*For LATAM - Educational loan with parents 
guarantee (unsecured / no asset backing)

61%

58%

46%

68%
59%

45% 14%

23%

24%

28%

10%

APAC: Asia-Pacific | LATAM: Latin America | EMEA: Europe, Middle East, and Africa
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The role of family in university decisions

Me Parents Counselors Friends

LATAM 94% 71% 31% 17%

APAC 94% 80% 40% 27%

North 
America 96% 76% 40% 27%

EMEA 92% 71% 36% 24%

APAC: Asia-Pacific | LATAM: Latin America | EMEA: Europe, Middle East, and Africa
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In this current environment, students appear to have a realistic grasp of annual salary 
expectations. Overall, the majority (26%) expect to make between US$40,000-60,000 per 
year, and 23% are vying for US$60,000-80,0000. These findings are in line with the general 
average salary of US$50,000 and £30,000 in the US and the UK respectively.11

Once again, there were regional disparities, with students in North America demonstrating 
salary expectations above the global average. In fact, 28% of students said they expect 
US$60,000-80,000 annually, while 15% expect between US$80,000-100,000. LATAM was 
the only region where 12% said they expect more than US$100,000 when they enter the 
workforce.

11 https://www.indeed.com/career-advice/pay-salary/average-salary-for-college-graduates
      https://www.graduate-jobs.com/gco/Booklet/graduate-salary-salaries.jsp

Understanding students’ salary expectations

Global annual salary expectations (in USD)

20,000-
40,000

60,000-
80,000

21%

23%

40,000-
60,000

80,000-
100,000

26%

13%
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Annual salary expectations of students (in USD)

North America

LATAM

EMEA

APAC

28%
60,000-80,000

25%
40,000-60,000

16%
20,000-40,000

15%
80,000-100,000

24%
60,000-80,000

23%
40,000-60,000

17%
20,000-40,000

12%
More than 
100,000

25%
 20,000-40,000

25%
40,000-60,000

19%
60,000-80,000

12%
Less than 

20,000

27%
40,000-60,000

23%
20,000-40,000

21%
60,000-80,000

12%
80,000-100,000

APAC: Asia-Pacific | LATAM: Latin America | EMEA: Europe, Middle East, and Africa
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Conclusion

In 2021, millions of graduating seniors will be evaluating their post-high school options 
in the middle of a once-in-a-century pandemic. With the majority of student respondents 
saying they still want the opportunity to live abroad and gain new life experiences, 
universities face both opportunities and challenges in digitizing that. 
 
Here’s how to meet the challenge:

It is the universities that seize these digital opportunities that will emerge stronger and 
shape the future of higher education.

• Invest in the right digital recruitment solutions and channels to effectively communicate 
with prospective students in ways that are engaging, personalized and relevant to their 
student journey. Importantly, your content should also be optimized for these new 
digital recruitment channels.

• Embracing virtual university tours and engagement activities are great ways to bridge 
the current gaps of distance and travel restrictions, but also create channels for 
universities to broaden their reach far into the future. 

• Leverage the unprecedented insights that data offers. It can help universities 
understand the kind of information their target demographic is looking for, and to 
ensure it is not only reaching but engaging them.

Our findings confirm that students continue to recognise the value of the university 
experience, and that the desire to pursue higher education overseas has only gotten 
stronger. For us at Cialfo, this reaffirms how crucial our mission to improve the 
accessibility of education is.

The systemic shifts in the past year have resulted in a unique opportunity for universities to 
engage students in new ways, which is exciting for all involved — there’s nothing like being 
on campus, but the future of education will be one which harnesses the best of both online 
and offline solutions. Cialfo is ready to meet these evolving needs.

Rohan Pasari
CEO & Co-founder of Cialfo

“

“


