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executIve SuMMaRy

For higher education personnel who serve international students, understanding the student 
experience – and doing so holistically – is critical. The experiences and satisfaction levels of 
international students play crucial roles in the recruitment and enrollment process, not only during 
students’ tenure on campus, but well into their careers. This is especially true in a highly competitive 
global education market, where qualified international students from around the globe have their 
pick of institutions not just in the U.S., but anywhere in the world.  In this environment, word-of-
mouth recommendations can be a critical part of tipping the balance. The institutions that remain 
internationally competitive will be those that take the time to 1) understand what international 
students need to thrive across all aspects of campus and academic life, and 2) implement cross-
functional approaches to meeting those needs.

In order to help institutions begin this work, the research team at World Education Services (WES) 
conducted a study of international students’ experiences at U.S. institutions. In May 2016, we 
surveyed some 4,683 WES former applicants for foreign credential evaluation. The vast majority are 
either current students at U.S. institutions, or graduates from as far back as 2010. A small percentage 
of respondents applied to U.S. institutions but opted to study elsewhere; these respondents were 
a much smaller focus of our research. Our key findings and top recommendations for action are 
outlined below.

The most significant and meaningful differences in experience and satisfaction were by world 
region or major country of origin. Thus, our results are reported mostly in overall numbers 
and by region or country. We found few meaningful differences by academic level (e.g., 
undergraduate, graduate), institution type, or institution location.

Key Findings

International Students Are Seeking High Quality Programs That Can Help Them Kickstart  
Their Careers

• The biggest overall motivator to study abroad is the belief that the education systems in destination 
countries (in this case, the U.S.) are comparatively better than those in their home countries. This 
perception was especially prevalent among Sub-Saharan African and Chinese respondents. 

• The factor that most often leads students to enroll in a specific U.S. institution is the availability 
of desired programs, particularly among Indians and Sub-Saharan Africans.  (Chinese students 
look heavily at institutional reputation when deciding upon a U.S. institution.)

• Career and work prospects are huge motivators among almost all groups of students from all 
over the world.

Not All International Student Groups Have the Same Experience of U.S. Education 

Student satisfaction varies depending on where students come from.

• European and Indian students expressed the highest overall satisfaction rates (i.e., indicating that 
they are “satisfied” or “very satisfied”), followed by Sub-Saharan African and Chinese students.
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• Sub-Saharan African respondents indicated that they were “very satisfied” with their 
experiences more than any other group.

• Students from Latin America & the Caribbean, and Middle East & North Africa (MENA) 
expressed higher dissatisfaction rates (i.e., indicating “dissatisfied” or “very dissatisfied”) with 
their educational experiences in the U.S. than did students from other parts of the world.

International Students Are Satisfied With Some Aspects of Their Academic Experience, but 
Research Opportunities Are Lacking

• Respondents, overall, indicated satisfaction with learning support services (e.g., libraries, 
computer labs), faculty, and course offerings.

• The greatest degree of dissatisfaction was with the availability of research opportunities.

International Students Who Are Satisfied and View Their Education as a Good Investment Are 
Often Willing Brand Ambassadors 

• A large majority of respondents believe that their U.S. education was a worthwhile 
investment.

• Graduates who are employed are much more satisfied with their education and more likely to 
recommend their institutions.

• There is a strong link between overall satisfaction and the likelihood to recommend.

International Students Face Challenges in Building Strong Social Networks 

• Students from China, Latin America & the Caribbean, and MENA often indicated trouble with 
English language proficiency.

• Chinese students in particular noted struggles with developing social and professional 
connections.

• Sub-Saharan African and MENA students cited discrimination as a major challenge.

• Indian students struggle most with loneliness and homesickness.

Key Services and Supports for International Students Can Be Improved

A thoughtful approach to key student services can significantly improve important aspects of 
international student experience.

• Of all institutional services, respondents are least satisfied with career services, particularly 
with the ability of the institution to assist in employment and career advancement.

• Housing and accommodations are another notable source of dissatisfaction for many 
international students.

• Respondents also expressed a relatively high degree of dissatisfaction with the availability of 
institutional financial aid and scholarships. The costs of attending a U.S. institution and of living 
in the U.S. represent the most frequently noted and most substantial challenges for almost all 
student groups. Sub-Saharan Africans are especially hard pressed on the financial front.
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Recommendations

Recruitment, retention, and international student satisfaction and success are not exclusive of each 
other. Each has a tremendous impact on the others. Likewise the work of multiple departments – 
international enrollment; international student services; academic departments; financial aid; career 
services; student life, housing, and other student services. All should be involved in efforts to improve 
the international student experience. In terms of recommendations, our takeaways from the survey 
are thus both straightforward and demanding.

For enrollment and recruitment managers, the important thing to keep in mind before students 
even enroll is what happens to them once they arrive on campus. What services and resources are 
available to them? Are faculty, student services personnel, and facilities management prepared to 
help international students integrate and experience success?  Will the presence of a substantial 
number of international students from a single country impede cultural acclimatization? When you 
recruit international students:

• Think beyond student matriculation to the on-campus experiences of students throughout 
their education and even beyond graduation.

• Match recruitment efforts with available student support services. Students from certain 
countries and regions will need different (and, in some cases, more robust) services than 
some others.

• Diversify recruitment sources to avoid having students from one (or two) countries 
dominating the international student body on campus.

• Enforce transparent communications about the costs of attending the institution, including 
the cost of living in the local area. 

For those in student support services, including the International Student Services Office: 

• Assess the international student experience on your campus, and develop a plan to improve 
services (housing, financial advising, ESL) accordingly.

• Focus particularly on improving career services to students, both through the Career Services 
Office itself and through other auxiliary services that may be relevant.

• Involve faculty as much as possible, as international students value them highly. Faculty 
should be aware of and sensitive to international student issues, and training may be a good 
way to accomplish this.

• Implement programs to help reduce some of the sociocultural challenges – reduced feelings 
of social connectedness, loneliness, and weak English language skills – that international 
students face.
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IntRoductIon

A NOTE ON OUR ANALYSIS

Survey results are broken down by student origin. We compare results for students from the 
top two countries of origin – China and India – as well as from several major world regions: 
Europe, Latin America & the Caribbean, the Middle East & North Africa (hereafter referred 
to as MENA), and Sub-Saharan Africa. In some cases, we also provide results for Canada 
and Oceania (i.e., Australia and New Zealand), though the number of responses from these 
regions was low. At the end, there are snapshots featuring key takeaways for each country 
and region. 

Interestingly, we found few differences in findings by academic level (e.g., undergraduate 
versus graduate). For master’s students, gaining work experience in the U.S. (43 percent) 
and enhancing career prospects in their home countries (39 percent) are the key drivers. 
However, although undergraduate students value the experiential aspects of studying in 
another country and improving English language skills more than do graduate students, 
undergraduate and graduate students are roughly equally satisfied overall. We found few 
meaningful differences in satisfaction levels by academic level on various aspects of their U.S. 
experience throughout the survey.

1. Responses from East, Southeast, South, and Central Asian countries were very low outside of China and India. Thus, 
separate Asian regions are not included in the results.

For now, the U.S. dominates the worldwide market for international students by a wide margin. 
However, U.S. higher education institutions (HEIs) face intense and increasing competition. Consider: 
The global share of international students who chose the U.S. as a destination dropped from 28 
percent in 2001 to 22 percent in 2014 (Institute of International Education [IIE], 2015b). Competition 
for international enrollments within the U.S. is likewise intense: There are more than 4,000 higher 
education institutions in the U.S.; however, fully half of all international students in the U.S. are 
enrolled in only 100 universities (IIE, 2015a).

That said, U.S. HEIs of every stripe have ample opportunity to build their international enrollments. 
One key to doing so is ensuring that international students who enroll at U.S. institutions have a good 
experience once on campus. International students and alumni who are satisfied can help to grow an 
institution’s brand worldwide. 

Even though the professors were exceptional and I did learn in my 
desired area of study, I believe that the cost of tuition didn’t match 
the true earning potential of a graduate for that program. I feel like 

what I really paid for was to have the name of that institution on my 
CV more than anything else. I also learned that education is  

more of a business in the U.S. than a service.  

-Master’s student from venezuela

https://www.nafsa.org/_/File/_/global_market_pie_chart.pdf
https://www.nafsa.org/_/File/_/global_market_pie_chart.pdf
http://www.uis.unesco.org/Education/Pages/international-student-flow-viz.aspx
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To shed light on international student experiences so that institutions can both improve those 
experiences, and, by extension, international student recruitment and retention efforts, the research 
team at World Education Services (WES) surveyed some 4,683 international students. Some 
respondents are currently enrolled at U.S. institutions. Some graduated as far back as 2010. All were 
WES credential evaluation applicants. 

Figure 1: Respondents Profile

60+12+28+A10+21+54+11+4+A
180+180+120+120+100+60+30+10+200=

Distribution by Country/region

Level of education Current education/employment Status

Sub-Saharan 
Africa

Master’s

Currently  
enrolled at a 
U.S. institution

Graduated from 
a U.S institution 
but not working

Graduated from 
a U.S. institution 
and working

India Latin America 
& Carribean europe Other

China

Middle east & 
North Africa

18% 18% 12% 12% 10% 6%

28%

20%

3% 
Canada

10% 
Associate’s

60% 

12% 

11% 
Doctoral

21% 
Bachelor’s

4% 
Other

1% 
Oceania

54%

In particular, our research sought to uncover respondents’:

• pre-arrival expectations about their U.S. education

• overall satisfaction with the education they received, and the value they believe it  
provided them

• insights into other factors and services related to life on campus, including career services, 
and campus support and campus life activities

• general reasons for studying abroad 
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table 1: Institutional Attributes examined

academic Quality campus facilities Support Services career Services

Courses offered in my 
program

International student 
orientation programs

Overall support for 
international students

Help finding on-campus part-
time jobs

expertise of faculty
Office of International 
Student and Scholar Services 
(ISSS)

Opportunities to participate 
in social activities within the 
institution (e.g., travel, sports, 
cultural events, etc.)

Help finding work or 
internships during 
coursework (e.g., Cpt*)

Learning support services 
(such as library, labs, 
computer facilities, etc.)

Availability of financial aid 
and/or scholarships

Opportunities to participate 
in learning and development 
activities through campus 
services such as student 
clubs/organizations, 
societies, etc.

Help finding post-graduation 
jobs or internships (e.g., job 
fairs, job boards, website, 
portals, etc.)

Your institution's evaluation 
of your academic 
performance (e.g., grading)

english language courses
Opportunities to interact 
with and learn from students 
of other cultures

Knowledge among relevant 
staff of visa regulations 
related to work and 
internships (e.g., Opt*, Cpt)

research opportunities

Housing and 
accommodations

Opportunities to develop 
professional connections 
with faculty outside of class

Institutional programs 
designed to help prepare 
students for careers (e.g., 
resume services, mock 
interviews, mentoring 
programs, etc.)

Academic advising

Student counseling services

*NOte: Cpt (curricular practical training) and Opt (optional practical training) are two forms of practical job training available to U.S.-
based international students holding F-1 visas. See U.S. Immigration & Customs enforcement, 2016 for additional details. 

The survey, which was conducted online in May 2016, also asked respondents about the likelihood 
that they would recommend their institutions, as well as the belief in the value of their U.S. education. 
This report provides an overview of our findings, and includes a discussion of the main challenges 
and issues that international students face. It also addresses overall implications for institutions, 
and provides recommendations for improved student support and more successful international 
recruitment and retention efforts.
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Key fIndIngS

PRe-aRRival exPectations

International students come to the U.S. for a variety of reasons: high quality of education, hopes 
of immigration, return on investment (ROI) in the form of career and job prospects, and more. 
Understanding these students’ motivations and expectations – especially how they differ by country 
of origin – is important for institutions seeking to both build international enrollments and better 
serve students. More formally, this means understanding the push and pull factors that drive 
students, on the one hand, to leave their home countries and seek opportunities for study in other 
countries, and on the other, to study in a specific country and enroll in a specific institution. 

There are financial reasons for studying in the U.S. You are better 
placed after study in a Western country, whether within your own 
country, in the country of study, or elsewhere. Studying in the U.S. 

provided wider options for careers, and it was also a stepping stone in 
pursuit of a global career. 

- Master’s student from Zimbabwe

We asked international students who came to the U.S. about both their reasons for seeking 
education abroad and their reasons for selecting the schools they did. (We asked the first question 
also of those who did not enroll in the U.S., the results of which are reported after this section.) The 
main push factors they reported were:

• The belief that they could receive a better quality higher education abroad. Higher 
quality education is the number one cited reason international students in the U.S. from 
all countries and regions except Europe and Canada opt to study abroad. The perception 
that institutions in some other countries are of higher quality than home-country options 
is especially prevalent among students from Sub-Saharan Africa (70 percent) and China (63 
percent). The U.S. is well positioned to receive international students for that reason, as many 
believe U.S. institutions to be of top quality.

A US degree is valued more than those from any other country. 

- doctoral student from pakistan

• The belief that work and career prospects would be improved by studying abroad. Most 
students value work and career-related issues no matter their country of origin.  The ability 
to gain overseas work experience and enhance career prospects back home are the second 
(40 percent) and third (37 percent) most common reasons international students cite for 
considering study outside of their home countries. However, depending on country or region 
of origin, students tend, by notable margins, to prioritize either gaining work experience 
outside of the home country or improving career prospects in the home country.  
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Students from India, for instance, value gaining working experience outside the home country 
over improving career prospects at home (52 percent versus 40 percent). Likewise, students 
from Europe value the opportunity for professional experience abroad over potential impact 
on career prospects at home by a margin of 12 percent (38 percent versus 26 percent).  
 
By contrast, improving career prospects at home is more important for students from 
Canada (49 percent versus 34 percent) and MENA (40 percent versus 28 percent), indicating 
that students from these countries and regions often intend to return to their home 
countries in time. 

An international education could allow me to work anywhere  
in the world and then return home. 

- Master’s student from India

• Better opportunities to improve language skills, particularly English. Just over 
one-fourth of students from MENA and Europe (26 percent each) who enrolled in the U.S. said 
“improv[ing] my English or other language skills” is one of the top reasons that they chose 
to study abroad. Similarly, 23 percent of students from Latin America & the Caribbean cited 
linguistic skills as a top rationale. These findings track with existing research. According to the 
World Economic Forum (Torkington, 2016), about 1.5 billion students worldwide are learning 
English as a second language, compared to 126 million learning Chinese, French, or Spanish. 
The U.S., as the largest predominantly English-speaking country in the world, is an important 
destination for English language learning, including through intensive English programs 
(IEPs). In 2014, Saudis were the largest international student segment in IEPs by a wide 
margin at 32,557, followed by China (18,525) and Brazil (14,070) (IIE, 2015a). Other European, 
Latin American, and MENA countries supply large numbers to IEP programs as well, landing in 
the top 15. In order, these countries are: Mexico, Kuwait, Colombia, Venezuela, Turkey, Spain, 
and France. 

• The possible pathway for immigration to another country (or staying long-term or 
permanently) following studies. In comparison to all student groups, European students 
show a high desire to emigrate in the future compared to overall students (16 percent versus 9 
percent). European students’ comparatively high interest in emigration may be due in part to 
high youth unemployment rates in some countries (Statista, 2016a, 2016b) and to the relative 
strength, by contrast, of the U.S. economy and job market, in the case of these students.  That 
being said, the reasons behind the finding are not entirely clear, especially given that China, 
India, and Sub-Saharan Africa experience far greater emigration more generally speaking.   
 
However, in the case of international students in the U.S., this finding seems to be 
corroborated by previous research (Hazen & Alberts, 2006). Hazen and Alberts speculate that 
the reason for the apparent discrepancy has to do with the mix of students and the needs 
and opportunities of elites of African and Asian countries who are more likely to come to 
the U.S. than elites from Europe, and these elite students are more likely to return home to 
good opportunities. The motivations for international students to return to China may be 
somewhat different. Much of the growth in Chinese enrollments in U.S. institutions has been 
driven by students from China’s growing middle class. Many of these students may hope to 
leverage their U.S. educational credentials to increase their chances of getting a good job 
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back home in China. Non-European students may also perceive barriers to immigration 
or to securing long-term employment in the U.S. (e.g., through H1-B visas) that European 
students do not (Hazen & Alberts, 2006). We saw some evidence of this in our research. Some 
Indian respondents to the WES survey, for example, cited the lack of ability to work in the 
U.S. after graduation as a challenge. One, for example, described this challenge as “reduced 
employment opportunities for international students because of work visa [restrictions].” 

Figure 2: Motivations to Study Abroad for Students enrolling in the U.S.

57+43+F
37+63+F
14+86+F
7+93+F

40+60+F
29+71+F
9+91+F

57%
Overall

37%
Overall

14%
Overall

7%
Overall

40%
Overall

29%
Overall

9%
Overall

Better education outside my home country

Opportunity to improve my career prospects in 
my home country

Improve my english or other language skills

Financial aid provided by government  
and/or employer

most valued in:

most valued in:

most valued in:

most valued in:

most valued in:

most valued in:

most valued in:

Sub-Saharan Africa 70%

China 63%

India 60%

Canada 49%

Oceania 47%

Sub-Saharan Africa 45%

Middle East & 
North Africa

26%

Europe 26%

Latin America & 
Caribbean

23%

Middle East & 
North Africa

15%

Canada 10%

Oceania 8%

India 52%

Sub-Saharan Africa 45%

China 39%

Oceania 42%

Europe 38%

China 36%

Europe 16%

Oceania 13%

Latin America & 
Caribbean

12%

Opportunity to gain work experience 
outside home country

Opportunity to experience living in a 
foreign country 

pathways to immigration in the future

Q:    please select the two most important reasons that led you to seek opportunities to study abroad.

A:   top 3 countries/regions which selected each reason the most .
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We asked students to name their top three reasons for selecting a particular U.S. institution. The pull 
factors we discovered were as follows:

• The top pull factor for respondents from all regions was the availability of a desired 
program. Fifty-nine percent of all international students selected this factor. In particular, 
Indian (64 percent) and Sub-Saharan African (63 percent) students look at specific programs 
when deciding. The variety of types of degrees and programs is likely one of the most 
attractive aspects of U.S. higher education.

• Chinese students focus very heavily on institutional reputation. Sixty-one percent cited 
it as a top factor. This finding corresponds with anecdotal reports and with previous WES 
research (see Chang, Schulmann, & Lu, 2014; Lu & Schulmann, 2015). Overall, it was the 
second most important factor for all international students, with 43 percent citing it.

• For Sub-Saharan students (45 percent) and European students (43 percent) in 
particular, “earning potential after graduation” is one of the most influential factors 
when students decide where to enroll. At 42 percent, it also the third most cited pull factor 
overall. Career goals are a strong driver for international students.

We also discovered some important nuances in terms of the relative importance of location and cost 
in students’ decision-making processes. 

• The location of an institution is a relatively less important factor for most international 
students (27 percent). However, among students who value the experience of studying 
abroad, location is much more important than for students from other regions. Forty 
percent of Chinese students, 38 percent of European students, and 33 percent of Latin 
American & Caribbean students – the regions and countries for which the experiential aspects 
of study abroad are important – indicated that location was one of their top three factors. 
In addition, 45 percent of the Canadian students also found location important. Location 
can encompass many different factors, including the size of the municipal or metropolitan 
area, proximity to a major city, amenities in the area (i.e., fun things to do), nearby family, and 
opportunities for internships and jobs, among others.

• Perhaps surprisingly, “cost of study” and “availability of financial aid/scholarships” 
were of relatively low importance to most international students. Overall, only 17 
percent and 29 percent of respondents respectively selected these as one of their top factors. 
It is likely that most international students coming to the U.S. are aware of the costs of 
attending and of the limitations of receiving aid. However, as we will show later, these are still 
major areas of dissatisfaction among current and former international students. As a result, 
institutions should pay attention to these issues.



Improving the International Student Experience | © 2016 World Education Services. All rights reserved.

8

table 2: Top 3 Factors that Influenced Student’s Decision to Enroll at a U.S. Institution

china India europe Latin america  
& caribbean

Middle east & 
north africa

Sub-Saharan 
africa

1
61% 64% 56% 58% 58% 63%

Institution’s 
reputation

Availability 
of a desired 

program

Availability 
of a desired 

program

Availability 
of a desired 

program

Availability 
of a desired 

program

Availability 
of a desired 

program

2
48% 49% 43% 43% 42% 45%
Availability 
of a desired 

program

Institution’s 
reputation

earning 
potential after 

graduation 

Institution’s 
reputation

Institution’s 
reputation

earning 
potential after 

graduation 

3
40% 41% 38% 41% 38% 39%
Institution’s 

location
Availability 
of research 

opportunities 

Institution’s 
location

earning 
potential after 

graduation 

earning 
potential after 

graduation 

Availability of 
financial aid/ 
scholarships 

Q:    Please select the three most important factors that influenced your decision to enroll at a U.S. Institution.

MOTIVATIONS FOR STUDYING ABROAD: LIVING IN A FOREIGN COUNTRY 

In addition to those who enrolled in U.S. institutions, we surveyed respondents who enrolled 
in institutions outside of their home countries and outside of the U.S.. Of these individuals, 18 
percent enrolled in institutions in the U.K., 17 percent in Canada, six percent in Australia, and 
four percent in Germany.

The top motivation for studying abroad among this subset of students was the experience of 
living in a foreign country (50 percent). By contrast, only 29 percent of those enrolled in the 
U.S. cited the experience of living in another country as a top motivation. There are several 
possible explanations for this difference. One is simply that the U.S. is more valued for its 
educational system and the career opportunities that emerge from U.S. study, rather than the 
experience of living there. The top motivation for those who study in the U.S. is that they can 
receive a better quality education than at home, at 57 percent. Another explanation is that 
some international students may already feel familiar with U.S. culture through media (i.e., 
Hollywood movies, television shows, music, news programs), food (e.g., McDonalds), or other 
American cultural exports. Thus, some may feel that living in the U.S. would be less of an 
interesting cultural experience than living in a less familiar country. 

Aside from the experience of living in another country, most of the other top motivations 
among this subset of students were the same – the relatively better quality of the education 
systems in some other countries and the chance to better career prospects.
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WHY NOT THE U.S.?

We asked respondents who chose not to enroll in a U.S. institution to explain their reasoning. 
The number one reason among written responses was the expense of studying in the U.S., 
explained by about 28 percent of respondents. The next most common response had to 
do with location of residence at the time of application; many students simply chose to 
stay where they were, whether in their home country or in another country. The third most 
common answer was denial of admission to either the students’ top school choices or all of 
the schools to which they applied. Other common responses were better offers of admission 
and/or financial aid in other countries, the desire to study in a country other than the U.S. (e.g., 
due to the desire to become immersed in a particular culture), and difficulties in obtaining a 
U.S. student visa. Among students who wanted to go to other countries, some had previous 
experience with the U.S. already, such as previous education or work experience.

oveRall satisFaction with the U.s. higheR edUcation exPeRience

I had a good experience, and it was worth the time and money.”

- Master’s student from Brazil

International student alumni can be an institution’s biggest brand ambassadors overseas, 
particularly if they have a good overall experience. Overall, the vast majority of international students 
we surveyed are satisfied with their U.S. educations. However, several notable differences in 
satisfaction levels emerged:

• By country or region of origin, the most satisfied students overall are from India and 
Europe, with sub-Saharan Africans and Chinese students close behind. Ninety-four 
percent of Indian respondents said they were “satisfied” or “very satisfied” with their U.S. 
educations overall, the highest satisfaction rating from any country or region. Similarly, 90 
percent of Europeans indicated the same. These results largely correspond to results from 
the International Student Barometer (ISB) – a large-scale survey of international students 
at selected universities in the U.S., U.K., and Australia – in 2014, which shows that European 
students tend to be most satisfied in these destinations (Garrett, 2014), and that Indians are 
among the most satisfied from non-Western countries. Garrett notes that likely reasons for 
the general high levels of satisfaction among these students are strong knowledge of the 
English language and, in the case of Europeans, familiarity with fellow Western cultures. 
Sub-Saharan African and Chinese students also report high levels of satisfaction, at 88 
percent overall each.1

• Out of all regions and countries, Sub-Saharan Africans were most likely to indicate 
that they were “very satisfied” [emphasis added].  Some 54 percent of respondents from 
Sub-Saharan Africa reported high satisfaction rates, versus 49 percent for the next highest, Indian 
students. While the exact reasons for this are unclear, it’s easy to speculate that a quality gap 
may be at play: Perhaps out of any world region, Sub-Saharan Africa has the biggest issues with 
both access to and quality of domestic higher education institutions, and it is one of the most 
rapidly growing regions of the world (UNFPA, 2014). As a result, U.S. education may be even more 
rewarding for Sub-Saharan Africans than for students from other regions and countries.
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Figure 3: Overall Satisfaction with the U.S. Higher education experience
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COST, TRANSPARENCY, AND MITIGATING BARRIERS TO SATISFACTION

Sub-Saharan African students cite tuition fees (71 percent) and the cost of living (70 
percent) as the biggest challenges they face in terms of satisfaction – a fact that may not 
be surprising given that they tend to come to the U.S. with the lowest amount of financial 
resources of the major regions featured in this report (Lu & Schulmann, 2015).  However, 
students from all countries and regions struggle with the cost of education and living in 
the U.S. (65 percent and 63 percent overall, respectively).

While institutions cannot mitigate all challenges that international students face, they can 
take steps to address the impact of key challenges such as cost. One need is pre-enrollment 
transparency about the costs of attending the institution, including the cost of living in the 
local area. Also where possible, institutions ought to develop funding opportunities for 
qualified, talented students – particularly through merit-based scholarships – who may be 
a great fit for the institution except for the challenges in financing such an education. Many 
international students also hope to offset costs through on-campus jobs (see Choudaha & 
Schulmann, 2014), so it is important to develop such jobs where possible and otherwise help 
to communicate the on-campus job situation to students before they arrive.

• Students from MENA, Oceania, and Latin America & the Caribbean reported the highest 
overall levels of dissatisfaction. While most students from these two regions reported 
overall satisfaction, a notable number, especially in comparison to other regions, expressed 
dissatisfaction with their overall experience. Seventeen percent of respondents from the 
MENA (Middle East & North Africa) region, 13 percent from Oceania, and 12 percent from 
Latin America & the Caribbean said they were dissatisfied. (Among other major regions and 
countries in comparison, there were no more than eight percent of respondents selecting 
“dissatisfied” or “very dissatisfied.”) Differences in satisfaction levels by country and region 
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are likely driven by a range of factors, including real and perceived treatment by local faculty, 
staff, fellow students, and community members; cultural barriers; linguistic challenges; and 
financial struggles fueled in part by currency fluctuations and other issues outside students’ 
control. Understanding these differences and the possible underlying factors, both at a 
general macro level and at one’s specific institution, is vital for targeting programming for 
international students. 

The quality of education was abysmal, and that university  
was all about the money. 

- Master’s student from Iran

• The location of an institution had a significant impact on student satisfaction. As 
mentioned earlier, 27 percent of all respondents say that location was an important factor in 
deciding where to study in the U.S. Students at rural institutions are the least satisfied with 
their overall experience in terms of institution location. Fourteen percent of rural college 
students expressed “strong dissatisfaction” with their overall U.S. education experience, 
compared with six percent for all other location types (i.e., urban, suburban, town). This may 
likely be related to the relative lack of opportunities, particularly in terms of jobs, internships, 
and general career development, in the area. Rural institutions may need to invest more 
in developing opportunities for students outside of the local area, such as cultivating 
relationships with employers in nearby larger towns and cities, in order to provide internship 
and job pathways.

• .

A NOTE ON LANGUAGE

Nearly 14 percent of the students from MENA are dissatisfied with the English language 
courses provided by the institution. This is despite the fact that one of the most important 
reasons mentioned by students from MENA who come to study in the U.S. is to improve their 
English skills. Students from other regions are largely satisfied with ESL offerings, though 31 
percent of European students cited “unsure” about their satisfaction levels regarding English 
language courses, suggesting that many do not use such services. This may be due to native 
or strong English language abilities upon matriculation among many European students.

The institution prepares students for academic life in the U.S. 
However, it has some drawbacks. For example, there is a lack of 

speaking skills preparation while concentrated on writing skills and 
focus on homework and assignments rather than practicing the  

English language in real life. 

- Master’s student from Saudi arabia
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satisFaction with academic QUality

Survey respondents rated academic offerings and the academic quality of their U.S. educational 
experiences more highly than any other aspect. However, we still saw room for improvement. 
In particular, many institutions can do more to connect international students with research 
opportunities – an experience many international students may see as an important step in 
career development.

My university provided a wide variety of courses within my field  
which gave me the chance to experience even more  

aspects related to my career.”

- Master’s student from Saudi arabia

Survey respondents reported satisfaction levels for various aspects of their academic experiences:

• Learning support services – such as libraries, laboratories, and computer facilities – 
are rated the highest among academic aspects of institutions. Such services are the 
highest rated aspect of academics across countries and regions, with 57 percent expressing 
strong satisfaction. This appears to be one area in which U.S. institutions are doing a 
good job. In a 2016 Inside Higher Ed survey, chief academic officers (CAOs) of U.S. colleges 
and universities also rated their academic support services highly, with 57 percent rating 
library services as “very effective” (Jaschik & Lederman, 2016). This likely reflects prioritized 
spending on such facilities. 

• Faculty expertise is also highly rated. Over half of respondents (52 percent) cited that 
they were “very satisfied” with faculty expertise at their respective institutions. Faculty, 
of course, are central to the academic experience for students at any institution. The 
perceptions of the high quality of U.S. institutions may be related to perceptions of the high 
quality of faculty themselves.

• Most students were also satisfied with the course offerings. Forty-seven percent were 
“very satisfied,” and 45 percent were “satisfied.” Consistent with other areas of academic 
quality, Sub-Saharan African (95 percent overall satisfaction) and Indian (94 percent) students 
are the most satisfied.

• While there was high satisfaction with course offerings overall, students from MENA and 
Oceania expressed a higher level of dissatisfaction. More than 10 percent of students from 
Oceania and MENA each were “dissatisfied” or “strongly dissatisfied” with the courses offered 
in the program. On this front, it’s of note that meeting academic demands is a significant 
challenge for students from the MENA region (26 percent), relative to students from 
other regions (18 percent). This is likely related strongly to English language challenges 
(discussed below), as well as differences in academic culture between MENA countries and 
the U.S. Previous research has shown that, for example, almost 40 percent of Saudi students 
come with relatively low academic preparation for U.S. higher education, particularly 
in requisite language skills (Choudaha, Chang, & Schulmann, 2013; see also Loo, 2015). 
Recruiters should make sure that strong academic support services, including intensive 
English programs (IEPs) and general English language support, are in place before recruiting 
heavily from MENA countries.
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• The availability of research opportunities is the lowest rated, but it is still a high rating. 
The availability of research opportunities received the lowest rating among all the aspects of 
academic quality. It had an 83 percent overall satisfaction rate, compared to the next lowest – 
courses offered within the respondent’s program – with a 92 percent overall satisfaction rate. 
Likewise, there were higher overall dissatisfaction rates with this relative to other academic 
factors, with MENA (16 percent) and Canadian (14 percent) students expressing the most 
dissatisfaction. Also, a larger number of respondents cited that they were “unsure,” compared 
with other related factors, suggesting that for some students, research opportunities are not a 
high priority.

One of my biggest challenges is the unavailability of campus  
or graduate research work opportunities.”

- doctoral student from the united Kingdom

Figure 4: Level of Satisfaction with the Institution’s Academic Quality
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valUe FoR money and liKelihood to Recommend

Word-of-mouth referrals from international graduates are tied to the belief that their U.S. educational 
experiences were worthwhile, particularly in regards to their current or future careers. From this 
perspective, it’s thus critical to understand how students assess the value of their U.S. studies; the 
likelihood that they will recommend their institutions to others, particularly family, friends, and other 
compatriots; and how those factors intersect. 

What we learned was:

• The vast majority of students believe that their U.S. education is a good investment. 
On average, 94 percent of our respondents said that they “agree” or “strongly agree” with 
the statement, “Overall, I believe studying in the U.S. was a good investment for my future.”  
(Students from Canada, MENA, and Oceania are twice as likely as students from other regions 
to “disagree” or “strongly disagree” with this statement.) There appear to be no differences 
based on the amount of time since students completed their degrees.

 

I would like to share my experience with my friends in my home 
country and encourage them to apply to the same institution.

- Master’s student from Jordan

• The vast majority of respondents, 93 percent, feel confident about their career 
prospects after studying in the U.S. Satisfaction levels were particularly high among 
Sub-Saharan African students, 70 percent of whom “strongly agree” with the statement, “I feel 
positive about my career prospects and employability.” This may also indicate the prestige 
associated with a U.S. degree among African students and employers alike.

• Students are more likely to recommend an institution if they are more satisfied with 
their overall education experience. Overall, 52 percent are “very likely” to recommend 
their institutions. However, out of the students who are “very satisfied” with their overall U.S. 
education experience, 79 percent are “very likely” to recommend their institutions. The key 
takeaway: Satisfied students are much more likely to be strong brand ambassadors.

• Among graduates, perception of the value of a U.S. education is contingent on 
employment status. This finding is perhaps unsurprising, but, given the prevalence of 
international students’ tendency to view their study in the U.S. as an investment that will 
generate career and financial dividends, it’s worth an analysis. Students expect a strong 
return on investment (ROI) in the form of career placement and advancement, and those who 
have graduated and are not employed are more likely to be frustrated by the time, financial 
resources, and energy that went into a U.S. education that has not yet paid off.   
 
Students who have graduated and are not employed are generally less satisfied with their 
U.S. education, compared with those who are employed. There was a 50 percent overall 
strong satisfaction rate among working graduates versus 39 percent among non-working 
graduates.  Additionally, those employed in the U.S. are more satisfied overall (91 percent 
overall satisfaction rate) than those employed in their home countries (86 percent) and in 
third countries (79 percent). The more an institution can help students with job placement 
and career advancement, regardless of where the student lives, the more it can make a 
positive impact (see Loo, 2016).
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Figure 5: Likelihood to recommend the Institution
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WORD OF MOUTH RECOMMENDATIONS: VARIATIONS BY PLACE OF ORIGIN

Students from certain countries or regions are more likely to recommend their institutions 
than others. Students from developing regions such as Sub-Saharan Africa (93 percent), India 
(93 percent), Latin America & the Caribbean (90 percent), and China (88 percent) are more 
likely to recommend U.S. institutions, while students from more developed regions such as 
Europe (84 percent), Canada (79 percent), and Oceania (74 percent) are slightly less likely to 
recommend. This may be partly due to the comparable quality of higher education in other 
developed countries, such as Australia, Canada, and Western European countries (and which, 
in many cases, may be less expensive than a U.S. education) (see Maslen, 2014; Stanek, 2014). 
These students may have much higher expectations about the experiences at a U.S. college 
or university, particularly considering the expense that many of them face when coming to 
the United States. In contrast, and as mentioned before, students from developing regions 
appear more likely to believe that the U.S. higher education system is of comparatively better 
quality than the systems in their home countries.

Great program! And cost of education for the caliber of the  
school is pretty great.

- Bachelor’s student from India

The same degree is stronger back home. And here, it is too expensive.

- Bachelor’s student from the united Kingdom



Improving the International Student Experience | © 2016 World Education Services. All rights reserved.

16

satisFaction with caReeR seRvices

Out of all the areas for which students were surveyed, career services could perhaps use the most 
improvement. In particular, offices should invest more time and resources in helping students land 
jobs and advance careers, whether in the U.S. or abroad.

Given the relative importance of students’ career expectations to their overall satisfaction rates and 
willingness to make recommendations, a deeper understanding of international students’ experience 
of career services is important for both retention and recruitment efforts. 

I personally felt that my school offered exceptional components  
but fell short in tying them all in an overall experience.  
For example, the program featured some phenomenal  

professors and academic support, but the university’s career  
services department left much to be desired.

- Master’s student from Israel

• Students rated internal support programs and services – i.e., the Career Services Office 
and the services it provides – highly. Institutional programs designed to help prepare 
students for careers (e.g., resume services, mock interviews, mentoring programs) (76 percent 
overall satisfaction rate) and staff knowledge of work authorization regulations (70 percent) 
received higher ratings than other career services aspects.

• Overall, Career Services received more ratings of dissatisfaction than other campus 
services, though still relatively small. This may reflect the expectations that students 
have about the conversion of their American degree into meaningful work and career 
opportunities. This point matches previous WES research (conducted jointly with NAFSA: 
Association of International Educators), which shows that Career Services is a top area of 
dissatisfaction among undergraduate international students (Choudaha & Schulmann, 
2014). Similar challenges were found among international students studying in universities 
in Australia (Australian Government Department of Education and Training, 2015) and the 
U.K. (Cappuccini et al., 2005). It appears that for international students in multiple countries, 
career services are crucial because one of the largest incentives for studying abroad is 
improving career prospects and opportunities.

• Students need additional support with actual job placement. Assistance in finding 
actual jobs (or internships) during study or after graduation received relatively low ratings 
(61 percent and 64 percent overall satisfaction rates respectively), especially among students 
from Canada and MENA. This corresponds with perceptions among institutional officers 
who work on career services for international students, who say that students often have 
unrealistic expectations about how enrollment in U.S. institutions will affect their access to 
jobs and internships (Loo, 2016). The disconnect and the dissatisfaction it causes tends to be 
amplified by employers, who may be reticent about hiring international students because of 
complexities around work authorization.
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Figure 6: Level of Satisfaction with the Institution’s Career Services
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BUilding social caPital: challenges and issUes

We also investigated international students’ experience with other collegiate experiences related 
to ability to build “social capital” and integrate into campus life. Social capital refers to robust 
local relationships from which students can draw support and has been shown to be crucial for 
international students to experience success in their new host country (Neri & Ville, 2008; Hess, 2016; 
see also Andrade, 2006).

• The majority of students from all the countries and regions are highly satisfied with 
the opportunities for them to learn from students of different cultures. In other words, 
most international students like the ability to interact with both American students and 
other international students of various backgrounds. There is only about a seven percent 
overall dissatisfaction rate with this factor. One notable exception is students from MENA, 
who while overall are satisfied, are more likely to express dissatisfaction (14 percent overall 
dissatisfaction rate).

It was a great experience studying with people from multicultural 
backgrounds; it certainly adds to the stock of learning experience, and 
for that reason, I would likely recommend to others from my country if 

they have the chance to take advantage of the opportunity.

- Master’s student from ghana

• There is a relatively high rate of dissatisfaction with the opportunities to network 
with faculty outside of class. Overall, 12 percent of students are “dissatisfied” or “very 
dissatisfied” with such available opportunities, especially for Chinese students (18 percent). 
It appears that while classroom interactions with faculty may be seen positively, some 
international students do not feel that they have adequate access to professors during 
office hours or other times outside of class. Others may not know how to approach faculty 
members in such a context, perhaps because of the academic or cultural environment from 
which some students, such as Chinese students, come.



Improving the International Student Experience | © 2016 World Education Services. All rights reserved.

19

Figure 7: Level of Satisfaction with the Institution’s Support Services
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I have experienced difficulty in developing a professional network.

- Master’s student from china

• English language proficiency is the biggest challenge for students from China (48 percent), 
the MENA region (38 percent), and Latin America & the Caribbean (32 percent), compared 
to the overall level at 24 percent. These countries and regions are dominated by widely-
spoken languages: Chinese (predominantly Mandarin), Arabic, and Spanish and Portuguese, 
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respectively (see Torkington, 2016). English is much less often an official language or 
lingua franca in these regions than in other areas of the world, such as Europe, India, and 
Sub-Saharan Africa. It likely also reflects the quality of English language teaching within many 
of these countries. Strong English skills, particularly spoken English, are critical for developing 
relationships with local students and the community, networking with potential employers, 
and building social capital. 

• Discrimination based on nationality, ethnicity, or similar factors is a particular challenge 
for students from Sub-Saharan Africa (24 percent) and the MENA region (21 percent), 
compared to the average (16 percent). This is perhaps unsurprising for these two groups, 
considering the racial history of (and contemporary events in) the U.S. (for Sub-Saharan 
Africans, in particular) and geopolitical realities following the September 11th attacks of 
2001 (for MENA students). Discrimination of course can be real or perceived, and many  of 
these students may enter the U.S. with perceptions about how Americans view individuals 
from Africa or the Middle East (or the Islamic world more broadly). While there is little that 
an institution can do to mitigate acts of prejudice or discrimination on a day-to-day basis 
off-campus, there is much that it can do to educate its campus community about and provide 
opportunities for dialog on inclusion for racial, ethnic, and religious minorities and for 
international students.

• Chinese students have the biggest difficulty in developing social connections in the U.S. 
(60 percent), by a much wider margin than do students from other countries and regions (33 
percent overall). This may be partly the result of important cultural differences, particularly 
between the more individualistic American culture and the more collectivist Chinese culture 
(see Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010). However, another important contribution to this 
factor may simply be the sheer number of Chinese students that have appeared on many 
American campuses (see Redden, 2015; Belkin & Jordan, 2016). A significant number of 
Chinese students on one campus can create a bubble effect, in which Chinese students are 
often surrounded by – incidentally or intentionally – other Chinese students and never make 
friends with American students or students from other countries in general. Some research 
(e.g., Zhao, Kuh, & Carini, 2005) even suggests that Asian students, including Chinese, favor 
spending time with co-nationals over students from other cultures, including Americans, 
more so than do other international student groups. All of this points to the importance 
of diversifying the campus and not relying on students from one major source country, 
particularly China. It also shows the need for campus support services to encourage and 
provide opportunities for Chinese (and other international) students to meet and interact 
with American students. Likewise, American students should be encouraged and incentivized 
to interact with international students on campus. 

• Indian students seem to struggle more than others with loneliness and homesickness 
(42 percent), second only to financial issues. A possible explanation is that, for Indian 
students, it is much more normative to live at home during or after college, often until 
marriage, than it is in the U.S. (see Dedhia, Dedhia, & Raoji, 2015). While living with parents 
and family into early adulthood is common in many countries worldwide, in India, family 
interdependence is particularly strongly emphasized (Asia Society, 2016). Moving out of 
the parents’ house and to a new country all at once, particularly if doing so alone (without 
a spouse, partner, or friends), may cause particularly strong feelings of homesickness 
and loneliness. However, research indicates that international students in general face 
loneliness and homesickness at a higher rate during their first year than do their American 
counterparts(Andrade, 2006). 
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International students are sometimes not given enough time to 
‘blend in’ or settle in.

- Master’s student from nigeria

Integration between international and domestic students is particularly key, and not only to 
meet internationalization goals. It can also help reduce some of the sociocultural challenges 
that international students face, such as reduced feelings of social connectedness, loneliness, 
and hampered English language skills. Some institutions have found novel ways of promoting 
such integration. Iowa State University’s International Student Mentoring Program, for example, 
matches a more experienced domestic student with a new international student in a mentor/
mentee relationship (Young, 2014). The mentor receives training on cultural and immigration issues 
that international students face and then is required to meet with his or her mentee four times per 
semester. There are additional, optional events for the mentors and mentees to attend together. 
A paid student worker helps coordinate the program. The mentor can help the mentee adjust 
culturally, practice his or her English, become acclimated to U.S. academic culture, and so forth.
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Figure 8: The Three Most Significant Challenges You Faced with  
Your experience in Studying in the U.S. 
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challenges you faced with your experience 
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18%
Overall

16%
Overall

63%
Overall

32%
Overall

21%
Overall

18%
Overall

Cost of tuition fees 

Difficulty in developing social connections  
(e.g., making friends or developing close 
working relationships with domestic students) 

Proficiency in English language  

Meeting academic demands 

Discrimination based on nationality, ethnicity, 
or other similar characteristic

most cited in:

most cited in:

most cited in:

most cited in:

most cited in:

most cited in:

most cited in:

most cited in:

most cited in:

Canada 89%

Latin America & 
Caribbean

72%

Europe 72%

China 60%

Middle East & 
North Africa

36%

India 34%

China 48%

Middle East & 
North Africa

38%

Latin America & 
Caribbean

32%

Middle East & 
North Africa

26%

Canada 24%

India 22%

Sub-Saharan Africa 24%

Middle East & 
North Africa

21%

China 19%

Sub-Saharan Africa 71%

India 67%

Latin America & 
Caribbean

63%

India 42%

Sub-Saharan Africa 36%

Europe 34%

Europe 26%

Oceania 24%

Latin America & 
Caribbean

23%

Europe 23%

India 23%

Canada 22%

Cost of living expenses 

Loneliness/ homesickness 

Difficulty in adapting to U.S. academic 
culture 

Issues related to my visa and/or inadequate 
knowledge about visa regulations
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otheR seRvices: hoUsing & Financial sUPPoRt 

Many institutions can improve a range of services that have a significant impact on international students’ 
experience of campus life, but that are not typically designed with their needs in mind. Of particular note 
are financial supports and housing. We asked respondents to rate some of the most relevant services and 
supports, such as housing and academic advising. 

The International Office is not aware of what international students  
go through in their first year in the U.S.

- Master’s student from nigeria

• Among campus facilities, students expressed the most dissatisfaction with housing and 
accommodations. Less than two-thirds (63 percent) of respondents rated housing favorably. 
Satisfaction levels are particularly low for Latin American & Caribbean (57 percent), MENA (55 
percent), European (51 percent), and Canadian (41 percent) students. Indian students were 
most satisfied overall at 76 percent. Much of this may have to do with expectations among 
students from these regions. However, some notable differences in satisfaction emerged 
based on the setting of the institution. While most were “satisfied” (41 percent) or “very 
satisfied” (22 percent), students at institutions in cities were most likely to express some 
degree of dissatisfaction (16 percent overall dissatisfaction rate) about housing. Some of this 
dissatisfaction may be attributed to the sheer cost of housing – and living, in general – in 
many U.S. cities.  
 
The cost of housing and living in cities becomes more acute when it is added to the cost of 
tuition. Among major study destination cities, Boston, New York, and San Francisco are the 
most expensive cities on average for international study when factoring in tuition, housing, 
and cost of living (though this is more often due to the cost of education, than to living) (Savills, 
2015; see also Anderson, 20152). They beat out other notoriously expensive cities outside of 
the U.S., such as Sydney and London. The process of finding housing may also be difficult 
for many international students, particularly at institutions where campus housing is limited 
and difficult to secure, often the case at urban campuses. Additionally, students in expensive 
cities such as New York must often make hard choices in balancing the cost of housing with 
certain quality-of-life indicators, such as the size of and space in the housing unit; the quality 
of the unit itself (e.g., the age of appliances and amount of storage); the distance from campus; 
safety; proximity to amenities (e.g., shopping, fun activities); and so forth.  
 
Respondents from rural campuses had the lowest overall satisfaction levels (60 percent), 
though not by much and still high overall, and the second-highest overall dissatisfaction 
rates (15 percent). Rural students may face very different challenges, likely often in availability 
and variety of housing. The most satisfied overall (72 percent, with a 10 percent overall 
dissatisfaction rate) are students in towns. The high satisfaction rate may be due to a good 
balance of relative low cost with more access and variety of housing types and units. Related 
quality-of-life factors, such as the perceived friendliness of local people and safety, may also 
play a role.

• A large number of students from almost all the countries and regions expressed 
dissatisfaction with their institution’s availability of financial aid and scholarships. 
This is especially true of students from China (31 percent overall dissatisfaction rate), India 
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(27 percent), Canada (27 percent), and Latin America/Caribbean (26 percent). The expenses 
associated with studying in the U.S. are no secret. However, it is notable that this is one area 
in which MENA students showed the least amount of dissatisfaction (20 percent) relative to 
others.3 This may be in large part due to the generous government and corporate scholarship 
programs that many students from the region receive to study in the U.S., particularly 
students from Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. However, the high dissatisfaction rate among 
Chinese students is somewhat surprising considering that Chinese students and their families 
are often financially well-resourced, are willing to pay large sums for a U.S. education, and 
look much less at the cost of an institution relative to other factors – especially ranking or 
reputation – when deciding where to study (Chang, Schulmann, & Lu, 2014; Lu & Schulmann, 
2015). One driving factor may be that these students are becoming increasingly aware – and 
resentful – of the fact that they are a large source of revenue for U.S. institutions (McDonald, 
2012; Koo, 2015). 
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Figure 9: Level of Satisfaction with the Institution’s Campus Facilities

87+13+F
78+22+F
73+27+F
63+37+F

66+34+F

87%
Overall

78%
Overall

73%
Overall

63%
Overall

66%
Overall

Academic Advising

International Student Orientation programs

english Language Courses

Housing and Accommodations

Availability of Financial Aid
and/or Scholarships

Q1:    please indicate the degree of satisfaction with your institution’s campus facilities and services for 
international students.

A1:  Percent of overall students for whom each category is “very satisfied” and “satisfied”

Q2:   please indicate the degree of satisfaction with your institution’s campus facilities and services for 
international students.

A2:  Top country/region and lowest country/region for whom each category is “very satisfied” and 
“satisfied”

Oceania & Canada have been excluded.

Most satisfied in: 
India - 91%

Least satisfied in: 
 Middle East & North Africa - 82%

Most satisfied in: 
India - 91%

Least satisfied in: 
Europe - 65%

Most satisfied in: 
Sub-Saharan Africa - 84%

Least satisfied in: 
Europe - 63%

Most satisfied in: 
India - 76%

Least satisfied in: 
Europe - 51%

Most satisfied in: 
Sub-Saharan Africa - 72%

Least satisfied in: 
 Latin America & Caribbean - 63%

76+24+F76%
Overall

Office of International Student
and Scholar Services (ISSS)

Most satisfied in: 
India - 88%

Least satisfied in: 
Europe - 68%

79+21+F79%
Overall

Student Counseling Services

Most satisfied in: 
India - 87%

Least satisfied in: 
Latin America & Caribbean - 72%
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RegIonaL and countRy SnapShotS

china 

In total, 31% of all international students in the U.S. were from China in 2014/15. This translates to a total  
of 304,040 Chinese international students and an increase of 93% from 2010/11 to 2014/15 (IIE, 2015a).

Motivations for studying abroad
pulled to the U.S. by the perceived quality of higher 
education institutions 

Satisfaction with support services
The most dissatisfied with the availability of 
institutional financial aid and scholarships

Some recommendations:
• emphasize any institutional and program rankings 

and recognition.

• Diversify recruitment away from strictly Chinese 
students, due to the implications for social 
adjustment.

• ensure strong campus programming to help Chinese 
students integrate with other students and connect 
with faculty.

overall satisfaction
Moderately high overall satisfaction with their U.S. 
education

Satisfaction with campus services
The most satisfied with the International Student 
Services staff

challenges and issues
they more often struggle with social adjustment and 
communication

88%

“satisfied” or “very 
satisfied” with overall U.S. 
education

34%

“very satisfied” with 
staff knowledge of work 
authorization regulations

60%

have difficulty making 
social connections (highest 
among all countries/
regions)

63%

motivated by better 
education outside of China 
(second highest after Sub-
Saharan Africa )

31%

“dissatisfied” or “very 
dissatisfied” with 
institutional financial aid 
and scholarships . 

88% 
“likely” or “very likely” to 
recommend their institution

41% 
“very satisfied” with the 
overall support from the 
ISSS office

48% 
cited English as one of their 
biggest struggles (highest 
among all countries/
regions)

61%

focused on institutional 
reputation as a factor in 
choosing an institution

24% 
“very satisfied” with 
English language courses 
offered by their institutions 
(second lowest amongst all 
countries/regions)
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india 

In total, 14% of all international students in the U.S. were from India in 2014/15. This translates to a total 
of 132,888 Indian international students and an increase of 28% from 2010/11 to 2014/15  (IIE, 2015a).

Motivations for studying abroad
Driven heavily by career prospects

Satisfaction with campus and  
support services
The most consistently satisfied with campus 
facilities and support services

overall satisfaction
The most satisfied with their U.S. education

Satisfaction with career services
Among the most satisfied, particularly in finding jobs

challenges and issues
Loneliness or homesickness is a challenge

94%

“satisfied” or “very 
satisfied” with overall U.S. 
education

27%

“very satisfied” with the 
help provided in finding 
jobs after graduation 
(second highest among all 
countries/regions )

42%

cited loneliness or 
homesickness as a 
predominant issue

67%

cited cost of living as a big 
challenge (second highest 
among all countries/regions)

52%

looking to gain work 
experience outside of India

92%

“satisfied” or “very 
satisfied” with overall 
support to international 
students (highest among all 
countries/regions)

93% 
“likely” or “very likely” to 
recommend their institution

29% 
“very satisfied” with the 
help provided in finding 
jobs or internships during 
coursework (tied for highest 
with Sub-Saharan Africa)

64%

focused on specific 
programs as a factor in 
choosing an institution

91% 
“satisfied” or “very 
satisfied” with academic 
advising services (highest 
among all countries/
regions)

Some recommendations:
• Highlight realistic job, internship, and research 

opportunities.

• target at least partial scholarships and other forms of 
aid where possible.

• Help Indian students develop connections with 
American students and with any local Indian diaspora 
communities.
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eURoPe 

In total, 9% of all international students in the U.S. were from Europe in 2014/15. This translates to a total 
of 90,625 European international students and an increase of 7% from 2010/11 to 2014/15 (IIE, 2015a).

Motivations for studying abroad
Interested in the experiential aspects of studying 
abroad

challenges and issues
Cite concerns with the cost of tuition and U.S. 
academic culture

overall satisfaction
Strong satisfaction with U.S. education overall

Satisfaction with campus and  
support services 
relatively lower levels of satisfaction and utilization 
of campus facilities and support services

Satisfaction with academic quality and 
career services
Lower than overall satisfaction with job, internship, 
and research opportunities

90%

“satisfied” or “very 
satisfied” with overall U.S. 
education (second highest 
among all countries/
regions)

65%

“satisfied” or “very 
satisfied” with international 
student orientation 
programming (second 
lowest after Canada)

79%

“satisfied” or “very 
satisfied” with research 
opportunities (overall 
satisfaction is 84%)

38%

wanted the opportunity to 
live abroad

72%

struggle with the cost of 
tuition

84% 
“likely” or “very likely” to 
recommend their institution

77% 
“satisfied” or “very 
satisfied” with overall 
support to international 
students (second lowest 
among all countries/
regions)

53% 
“satisfied” or “very satisfied” with 
helping find jobs and internships 
after coursework (overall 
satisfaction is 64%)

38%

focused on location as 
a factor in choosing an 
institution

26% 
experience struggles 
adapting to U.S. academic 
culture (highest among all 
countries/regions)

Some recommendations:
• Highlight positives about the institution’s location 

and the experiential aspects of studying and living 
there.

• Be transparent about costs and manage expectations 
about financing and job opportunities.

• provide workshops (in-person or virtual) on U.S. 
academic culture and expectations before and 
shortly after arrival. 
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latin ameRica and the caRiBBean

In total, 9% of all international students in the U.S. were from Latin America & the Caribbean in 
2014/15. This translates to a total of 86,378 international students and an increase of 35% from 
2010/11 to 2014/15 (IIE, 2015a).

Motivations for studying abroad
Diverse motivations but some motivated to improve 
their english language skills

Satisfaction with support services
Very positive about the social aspects of their 
education

overall satisfaction
Generally satisfied with U.S. education 

the value of u.S. education
Strong belief in the value of their U.S. education

challenges and issues
Struggle with the overall cost of attendance

86%

“satisfied” or “very 
satisfied” with overall U.S. 
education

62%

“strongly agree” that U.S. 
education was a worthwhile 
investment (second highest 
among all countries/
regions)

72%

struggle with the cost of 
tuition

23%

desire to improve their 
English language skills

26%

likely to take advice from family 
& friends in selecting a U.S. 
institution (second highest 
among all countries/regions)

46%

“very satisfied” with 
the ability to learn from 
students of other cultures

91% 
“likely” or “very likely” to 
recommend their institution

55% 
“strongly agree” that 
their career prospects are 
positive 

63% 
struggle with the cost of 
living expenses

38% 
“very satisfied” with social 
activities on campus

Some recommendations:
• Identify satisfied current students and alumni to be 

part of a student or alumni ambassador program.

• Develop and target scholarships and on-campus job 
opportunities to qualified students in need.

• Develop more research opportunities for students on 
or off campus.
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middle east and noRth aFRica (mena) 

In total, 10% of all international students in the U.S. were from Middle East & North Africa in 2014/15. 
This translates to a total of 103,307 international students and an increase of 115% from 2010/11 to 
2014/15 (IIE, 2015a).

Motivations for studying abroad
Improving career prospects and english language 
skills are top motivators

Satisfaction with academic quality
Largest struggles are academic

overall satisfaction
Overall, out of all major regions, the least satisfied 
with their U.S. education

Satisfaction with campus and  
support services 
Consistently the least satisfied with all aspects of 
their U.S. education

challenges and issues
More likely to cite discrimination as a challenge & 
face difficulty in developing social connections

80%

“satisfied” or “very 
satisfied” with overall U.S. 
education (lowest among 
all countries/regions)

15%

“dissatisfied” or “very 
dissatisfied” with overall 
support to international 
students (second highest 
after Canada)

36%

cited difficulty in developing 
social connections 
(second highest among all 
countries/regions)

40%

want to improve career 
prospects in the home 
country

26%

cited trouble meeting 
academic standards 
(highest among all 
countries/regions)

16% 
“dissatisfied” or “very 
dissatisfied” with overall 
U.S. education (highest 
among all countries/
regions)

15% 
“dissatisfied” or “very 
dissatisfied” with ISSS 
office (highest among all 
countries/regions)

21% 
cited discrimination 
based on nationality or 
ethnicity as a challenge 
(second highest among all 
countries/regions)

26%

want to improve English 
language skills

38% 
cited lack of English 
proficiency (second highest 
among all countries/
regions)

Some recommendations:
• Highlight and ensure strong english language and 

academic support before recruiting heavily from the 
MeNA region.

• Develop robust support in both academic and 
conversational/everyday english.

• Give MeNA students an opportunity to share their 
culture with other students.
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sUB-sahaRan aFRica

In total, 3% of all international students in the U.S. were from Sub-Saharan Africa in 2014/15. This 
translates to a total of 33,595 international students and an increase of 7% from 2010/11 to 2014/15 
(IIE, 2015a).

Motivations for studying abroad
Driven overwhelmingly by educational quality, as 
well as career prospects

Satisfaction with academic quality and 
campus support
The most highly satisfied with campus support and 
programming overall

overall satisfaction
Highly satisfied with their U.S. education overall

the value of u.S. education
Strong belief in good return on investment (rOI)

challenges and issues
Highest financial need

88%

“satisfied” or “very 
satisfied” with overall U.S. 
education

70%

“strongly agree” that U.S. 
education was a worthwhile 
investment (highest among 
all countries/regions)

71%

struggle with the cost of 
tuition

70%

motivated by better 
education outside of their 
home countries (highest 
among all countries/
regions)

59%

average of “very satisfied” 
responses on all measures 
of academic quality (e.g., 
learning support services, 
course offerings)

93% 
“likely” or “very likely” to 
recommend their institution

70% 
“strongly agree” that 
their career prospects are 
positive (highest among all 
countries/regions)

71% 
struggle with the cost of 
living expenses

63%

focused on specific 
programs as a factor in 
choosing an institution

44% 
average of “very satisfied” 
responses on all forms 
of campus support (e.g., 
social activities, student 
organizations)

Some recommendations:
• Highlight multiple indicators of academic quality at 

the institution and among target programs.

• Target any forms of financial aid to qualified students 
in need and assist with finding funding from external 
sources if necessary.

• Improve processes for helping students find 
and secure internships and jobs during or after 
coursework.
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IMpLIcatIonS and RecoMMendatIonS 

Ultimately, many stakeholders need to be at the table when discussing international students on 
campus. Not only do International Enrollment Management and International Student Services 
personnel need to work together, but other aspects of student engagement and support play 
important parts, too. 

My institution was unprepared to deal with international students.

- Master’s student from canada

As much as possible, recruitment efforts and the services and resources available to students once 
enrolled should match. For example, while Middle Eastern students often come in with generous 
funding, usually from government or corporate scholarship programs, they often require robust 
student services, including English language support. Institutions that are ill-equipped to handle 
such demands for services should invest in improving services before heavily recruiting from the 
MENA region. As a result, the enrollment management team may need to work more with academic 
departments and student support services. Advising, financial aid, career services, student life, 
housing, and other student services need to be part of the conversation, too.  Even the Institutional 
Research Department and the Alumni Office have roles to play in international student engagement. 
Of course, efforts to bring all of these players to the table require engaged leadership from senior 
management.

imPlications FoR RecRUitment

In particular, findings around the integration challenges that students on campus face point to one 
realization: To ensure that students walk away with the levels of satisfaction that lead to good word-
of-mouth exposure, it is crucial to consider the size and diversity of the international student body 
being brought onto campus. Numbers alone should not drive recruitment. Some research (Zhao, 
Kuh, & Carini, 2005) suggests that the density of international student enrollment – i.e., the number 
of international students as a percentage of the campus population – can be a mixed blessing. While 
having more international students on campus correlates with greater experiences with diversity 
among both international and American students, there is a greater chance that satisfaction levels 
among international students drop as density increases – unless different aspects of the experience 
are monitored and managed.

I‘ve really enjoyed my experience studying abroad.  
I fully recommend it.

- associate’s student from chile

The diversity of the international student body is also critical, not only to avoid possible challenges 
associated with financial  dependence on one or two major source countries, but for reasons of 
student support. As mentioned previously, too many students from one country, most notably China, 
can create a bubble effect on campus, insulating these students from getting to know American 
students and culture. While having a few other co-nationals on campus can be beneficial, particularly 
for initial support and overcoming loneliness and homesickness, research (e.g., Zhao, Kuh, & Carini, 



Improving the International Student Experience | © 2016 World Education Services. All rights reserved.

33

2005; Hendrickson, Rosen, & Aune, 2011) consistently shows that the optimal international student 
experience is to develop meaningful friendships with host country nationals. 

Additionally, international students are more likely to improve their English skills more quickly and 
ably through regular communication with American students, faculty, and staff. Mastery of English 
is a key ingredient to both academic and social success. For recruiters and admissions personnel, 
this means one thing: Diversify your source countries. Not only can this insulate against the ups and 
downs associated with international recruitment, but it can aid word-of-mouth recruitment through 
increased student satisfaction, as well as help meet campus internationalization goals.

imPlications FoR Retention 

Institutions need to invest money, resources, and human talent in improving services for international 
students across the board, particularly as international student enrollment grows or diversifies. All 
campus support services, from academic services to student life to career services to faculty, should be 
prepared to fully support international students and handle their unique needs and challenges.

It was an incredible program. It changed and deepened the way  
I think and work and enabled me to come back to my home  

country and seek opportunities to apply what I’d learned.

- Master’s student from Israel

Strong career services for international students are a particular area where most institutions could 
improve. Working graduates are much more likely to view their experience at a U.S. institution 
positively and to recommend the institution. This suggests the importance of assisting students in 
preparing for the working world, whether in the U.S. or abroad, and to assist in securing employment. 
These are, of course, the primary domain of the Career Services Office. International students expect 
that their U.S. education will pay off in terms of a future career. International students indicated more 
dissatisfaction with career services overall, and access to jobs and internships in particular, than any 
other campus service.

Previous WES research on career services for international students (Loo, 2016), conducted through a 
survey of and interviews with institutional officers, has generated many good practices for institutions 
to try. Among them are the need to engage employers on hiring international students, address the 
unique needs of international students through targeted programming where necessary, and assist 
students returning home (or going elsewhere abroad) from the U.S. in developing employment 
pathways and managing their career trajectories.

Faculty are also a critical part of the international student experience. They are one of the most 
important sources of satisfaction among students, as respondents to our survey noted that faculty 
expertise and teaching were important factors for academic satisfaction. However, two areas of 
relatively high dissatisfaction were access to research opportunities and opportunities to network 
with faculty outside of class, both of which require faculty to address at least in part. 

It may be the case that faculty need additional training in working with international students, 
including intercultural training. Previous research has shown that faculty members often misinterpret 
international student behaviors (Andrade, 2006). For example, they may believe students’ trouble 
with written analysis has a cultural basis, rather than simply indicating trouble with their English 
skills. They often underestimate the adjustment challenges that international students face, or they 
misattribute international student challenges. 
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More institutions are developing and facilitating training for both faculty and staff on international 
student issues, including intercultural competency and communication. The University of Montana’s 
iTEAM: Teach, Empower, Assist, and Mentor International Students training session, provided by the 
Office of Human Resources, is designed for those who teach or advise international students to 
help overcome communication and cultural barriers (University of Montana, 2016).4 The session is 
facilitated by representatives from various offices, including Foreign Student Scholar Services, as well 
as an expert in cross-cultural communication.

Additionally, institutions should take stock of their housing practices for international students, 
whether providing on-campus or campus-affiliated housing or referring students to various forms of 
off-campus housing. Different factors such as cost, quality, proximity, and so forth may influence a 
student’s assessment of housing and enrollment decisions.

Final thoUghts

This survey provides key insights into international student experiences as they vary by students’ 
region or country of origin. But how each unique institution applies those insights will be different.  
It is important for each institution to assess itself and determine what is working well in terms of 
international student experience and what needs improvement. Student surveys, focus groups, 
and other forms of direct research, of course, can supply such feedback, but other data collected 
on a regular basis can also provide insights. Such data sources could be anything from aggregated 
course evaluations to career placement statistics to graduation surveys. Data analysis should, where 
relevant, be designed to segment international student results from the overall student population. 
Additionally, engaging with alumni and gathering data on satisfaction with their education post-
graduation, as well as information about their careers and work lives, can provide even more insights. 

MethodoLogy

The findings of this report are based on an online survey to applicants for foreign credential 
evaluation at World Education Services (www.wes.org) administered from May 10th to 31st, 2016.

In total, 4,683 questionnaires were completed for a response rate of seven percent. Of these 
responses, 4,256 respondents enrolled at a U.S. institution and 427 enrolled in an institution in a 
foreign country other than the U.S. For motivations for studying in another country, we analyzed 
the respondents who enrolled in a U.S. or other foreign institution. For all other questions, we only 
analyzed respondents  who enrolled in the U.S. An incentive of a $200 Amazon.com gift card prize 
drawing was offered. The respondents’ quotes are revised for maximum understandability, and 
spelling and grammatical errors were amended. See table in the Appendix where findings with “-” 
indicate those failing the significance test; otherwise, findings are statistically significant with a 
p-value under 0.05, which means there is only a 5 percent probability of these findings occurring by 
chance alone. Percentages may not sum up to 100 percent due to rounding.

limitations

The survey sample is restricted to individuals that applied for a WES credential evaluation with the 
intention of pursuing higher education in the U.S. This may result in self-selection and sample biases.
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overall Bache-
lor's Master's china India canada europe

Latin 
america 
& carib-

bean

Middle 
east & 
north 
africa

oceania
Sub 

Saharan 
africa

total Responses 4256 880 2300 268 747 116 490 526 440 38 765

please select the tWo most important reasons that lead you to seek opportunities to study abroad.

Opportunity to improve my career 
prospects in my home country

37% 32% 39% 37% 40% 49% 26% 30% 40% 47% 45%

Opportunity to gain work experience 
outside home country

40% 34% 43% 39% 52% 34% 38% 33% 28% 24% 45%

Better education outside of my home 
country

57% 54% 58% 63% 60% 33% 37% 55% 54% 34% 70%

Opportunity to experience living in a 
foreign country

29% 35% 28% 36% 30% 35% 38% 34% 25% 42% 22%

pathways to immigration in the future 9% 9% 9% 9% 8% 8% 16% 12% 8% 13% 6%

Improve my english or other language 
skills

14% 21% 11% 15% 5% 3% 26% 23% 26% 8% 4%

Financial aid provided by government 
and/or employer

7% 7% 6% 1% 3% 10% 7% 8% 15% 8% 5%

Other 6% 9% 5% 1% 2% 30% 14% 6% 4% 24% 4%

please select the thRee most important factors that influenced your decision to enroll at a u.S. Institution.

Institution's reputation 43% 38% 48% 61% 49% 34% 38% 43% 42% 45% 39%

Institution's location 27% 29% 27% 40% 19% 45% 38% 33% 21% 47% 18%

Availability of a desired program 59% 54% 61% 48% 64% 76% 56% 58% 58% 68% 63%

Cost of study 17% 19% 17% 24% 18% 24% 18% 20% 11% 29% 13%

Availability of financial aid/ 
scholarships

29% 34% 24% 20% 20% 16% 30% 30% 31% 18% 39%

earning potential after graduation 42% 45% 41% 39% 40% 26% 43% 41% 38% 26% 45%

Availability of research opportunities 29% 22% 30% 19% 41% 9% 19% 22% 32% 8% 38%

Online reviews 7% 7% 8% 6% 7% 8% 6% 7% 8% 5% 7%

Suggestions and/or advice from friends 
or family

24% 29% 21% 19% 20% 23% 25% 26% 28% 16% 21%

recommendation by a recruiting agent 5% 6% 4% 6% 2% 7% 7% 4% 11% 13% 2%

Suggestion and/or advice from current 
students or alumni

14% 13% 16% 19% 18% 17% 14% 9% 18% 16% 12%

Other 4% 5% 4% 2% 1% 16% 7% 7% 3% 8% 3%

please indicate the degree of satisfaction with your overall educational experience in the u.S.

Very dissatisfied 7% 6%- 6%- 5% 3% 3% 4% 10% 13% 5% 7%

Dissatisfied 3% 3%- 2%- 3% 2% 3% 3% 2% 4% 5% 1%

Satisfied 44% 44%- 44%- 56% 45% 49% 42% 41% 48% 26% 34%

Very satisfied 44% 44%- 45%- 32% 49% 39% 48% 45% 32% 63% 54%

Not sure 3% 3%- 3%- 4% 1% 6% 3% 3% 4% 0% 3%

how likely are you to recommend your institution to others in your home country?  

Very unlikely 4% 3% 4% 5%- 3%- 5% 4% 4% 5% 8% 4%

Unlikely 4% 3% 4% 3%- 3%- 7% 8% 2% 5% 13% 1%

Likely 37% 38% 38% 43%- 42%- 42% 37% 31% 43% 29% 26%

Very likely 52% 52% 51% 45%- 51%- 37% 47% 59% 43% 45% 67%

Not sure 3% 4% 3% 4%- 1%- 9% 3% 3% 4% 5% 2%

please indicate the degree of satisfaction with your institution’s academic quality: - courses offered in my program

Very dissatisfied 2% 2%- 2%- 1%- 1%- 1% 2% 2% 3% 5% 2%

Dissatisfied 4% 3%- 4%- 7%- 4%- 3% 6% 4% 8% 8% 2%

Satisfied 45% 48%- 45%- 52%- 47%- 48% 45% 41% 53% 39% 36%

Very satisfied 47% 45%- 48%- 39%- 47%- 45% 44% 52% 33% 45% 59%

Not sure 1% 2%- 1%- 1%- 1%- 3% 2% 2% 2% 3% 2%
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please indicate the degree of satisfaction with your institution’s academic quality: - expertise of faculty

Very dissatisfied 2% 2%- 1%- 1%- 1%- 3% 1% 2% 6% 0% 1%

Dissatisfied 3% 2%- 3%- 3%- 4%- 4% 3% 3% 5% 0% 1%

Satisfied 42% 45%- 42%- 50%- 41%- 37% 42% 35% 50% 50% 36%

Very satisfied 52% 49%- 52%- 45%- 54%- 51% 53% 56% 37% 47% 61%

Not sure 1% 2%- 1%- 0%- 0%- 4% 1% 3% 2% 3% 1%

please indicate the degree of satisfaction with your institution’s academic quality: - Learning support services (such as library, labs,  
computer facilities, etc.)

Very dissatisfied 2% 1%- 2%- 1%- 1%- 1% 2% 3% 4% 0% 2%

Dissatisfied 3% 3%- 3%- 4%- 3%- 8% 3% 2% 5% 8% 1%

Satisfied 36% 39%- 36%- 41%- 35%- 43% 35% 31% 44% 47% 29%

Very satisfied 57% 55%- 58%- 53%- 60%- 44% 58% 61% 45% 42% 67%

Not sure 2% 2%- 2%- 1%- 1%- 4% 2% 2% 1% 3% 1%

please indicate the degree of satisfaction with your institution’s academic quality: - your institution’s evaluation of your academic performance  
(e.g., grading)

Very dissatisfied 2% 2% 2% 1%- 1%- 1% 2% 3% 3% 0% 2%

Dissatisfied 3% 5% 2% 3%- 2%- 3% 4% 3% 6% 3% 2%

Satisfied 43% 44% 43% 51%- 46%- 40% 38% 39% 50% 42% 36%

Very satisfied 50% 48% 51% 43%- 49%- 53% 54% 53% 38% 53% 58%

Not sure 2% 2% 2% 1%- 1%- 4% 2% 2% 2% 3% 2%

please indicate the degree of satisfaction with your institution’s academic quality: - Research opportunities

Very dissatisfied 2% 2% 2% 1%- 1%- 3% 2% 3% 5% 0% 2%

Dissatisfied 7% 8% 7% 10%- 8%- 11% 7% 7% 11% 8% 5%

Satisfied 46% 49% 47% 50%- 48%- 38% 46% 40% 52% 42% 40%

Very satisfied 37% 34% 37% 34%- 37%- 26% 34% 41% 25% 34% 49%

Not sure 7% 8% 7% 5%- 5%- 22% 12% 10% 7% 16% 4%

please indicate the degree of satisfaction with your institution’s campus facilities and services for international students: - International student 
orientation programs

Very dissatisfied 3% 3% 2% 1% 2% 7% 3% 4% 4% 3% 2%

Dissatisfied 7% 9% 6% 9% 4% 8% 9% 8% 10% 13% 5%

Satisfied 43% 43% 44% 50% 45% 41% 36% 40% 46% 42% 39%

Very satisfied 35% 32% 37% 34% 46% 22% 29% 33% 28% 26% 45%

Not sure 12% 13% 10% 6% 3% 22% 23% 16% 12% 16% 10%

please indicate the degree of satisfaction with your institution’s campus facilities and services for international students: - office of International 
Student and Scholar Services (ISSS)

Very dissatisfied 3% 3% 2% 1%- 2%- 4% 2% 4% 5% 3% 2%

Dissatisfied 7% 8% 6% 8%- 5%- 9% 6% 7% 10% 8% 5%

Satisfied 41% 42% 42% 44%- 43%- 33% 36% 36% 39% 32% 38%

Very satisfied 36% 32% 38% 41%- 45%- 25% 32% 36% 30% 24% 42%

Not sure 14% 16% 12% 6%- 5%- 28% 24% 17% 15% 34% 12%

please indicate the degree of satisfaction with your institution’s campus facilities and services for international students: - availability of financial aid 
and/or scholarships

Very dissatisfied 7% 7% 7% 6%- 7%- 6% 7% 10% 8% 3% 6%

Dissatisfied 17% 16% 18% 25%- 20%- 21% 16% 16% 12% 16% 15%

Satisfied 37% 39% 37% 40%- 38%- 33% 37% 30% 39% 45% 33%

Very satisfied 29% 30% 26% 22%- 29%- 21% 26% 32% 23% 18% 39%

Not sure 10% 7% 12% 7%- 6%- 20% 15% 11% 19% 18% 7%

please indicate the degree of satisfaction with your institution’s campus facilities and services for international students: - english language courses

Very dissatisfied 2% 2% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 2% 5% 0% 1%

Dissatisfied 4% 5% 4% 7% 3% 2% 5% 5% 8% 0% 2%

Satisfied 40% 44% 40% 44% 46% 33% 35% 35% 40% 29% 39%

Very satisfied 33% 36% 31% 24% 34% 20% 28% 35% 29% 26% 45%

Not sure 21% 13% 24% 25% 16% 45% 31% 23% 17% 45% 14%
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please indicate the degree of satisfaction with your institution’s campus facilities and services for international students: - housing and 
accommodations

Very dissatisfied 3% 3% 3% 1% 3% 3% 4% 3% 6% 3% 2%

Dissatisfied 11% 10% 12% 16% 11% 8% 11% 9% 12% 5% 9%

Satisfied 41% 42% 41% 48% 49% 25% 35% 36% 39% 37% 41%

Very satisfied 22% 24% 22% 22% 28% 16% 16% 21% 16% 29% 28%

Not sure 23% 22% 22% 13% 10% 49% 33% 31% 27% 26% 21%

please indicate the degree of satisfaction with your institution’s campus facilities and services for international students: - academic advising

Very dissatisfied 2% 3%- 2%- 2%- 2%- 3% 3% 3% 4% 3% 1%

Dissatisfied 7% 8%- 7%- 7%- 6%- 6% 7% 9% 9% 8% 4%

Satisfied 47% 46%- 47%- 53%- 48%- 52% 45% 40% 52% 37% 41%

Very satisfied 40% 40%- 40%- 36%- 43%- 33% 39% 43% 30% 37% 49%

Not sure 4% 3%- 5%- 1%- 1%- 6% 7% 6% 5% 16% 4%

please indicate the degree of satisfaction with your institution’s campus facilities and services for international students: - Student counseling services

Very dissatisfied 2% 3% 2% 1%- 1%- 3% 1% 2% 4% 3% 1%

Dissatisfied 7% 7% 7% 7%- 6%- 2% 7% 10% 10% 3% 4%

Satisfied 45% 45% 45% 50%- 47%- 45% 44% 37% 47% 47% 40%

Very satisfied 34% 35% 34% 32%- 40%- 20% 29% 36% 25% 24% 44%

Not sure 12% 11% 13% 10%- 6%- 31% 18% 16% 13% 24% 11%

please indicate the degree of satisfaction with the following aspects of your institution’s support services for international students: - overall support for 
international students

Very dissatisfied 3% 3% 2% 1% 2% 4% 3% 3% 5% 5% 2%

Dissatisfied 8% 10% 7% 11% 4% 11% 8% 10% 10% 8% 7%

Satisfied 47% 47% 47% 57% 50% 42% 44% 41% 51% 50% 43%

Very satisfied 34% 32% 37% 29% 42% 27% 33% 36% 27% 24% 40%

Not sure 8% 9% 7% 2% 2% 16% 12% 11% 7% 13% 8%

please indicate the degree of satisfaction with the following aspects of your institution’s support services for international students: - opportunities to 
participate in social activities within the institution (e.g., travel, sports, cultural events, etc.)

Very dissatisfied 1% 2%- 1%- 1%- 1%- 3% 1% 2% 3% 3% 1%

Dissatisfied 8% 7%- 7%- 9%- 7%- 7% 9% 8% 9% 5% 5%

Satisfied 46% 45%- 46%- 56%- 50%- 30% 39% 41% 51% 32% 42%

Very satisfied 34% 36%- 35%- 29%- 37%- 28% 36% 38% 24% 42% 42%

Not sure 11% 11%- 10%- 5%- 5%- 32% 15% 12% 12% 18% 11%

please indicate the degree of satisfaction with the following aspects of your institution’s support services for international students: - opportunities to 
participate in learning and development activities through campus services such as student clubs/organization, societies, etc.

Very dissatisfied 2% 2%- 2%- 1% 1% 1% 2% 2% 3% 0% 1%

Dissatisfied 6% 5%- 5%- 7% 5% 4% 6% 6% 10% 3% 2%

Satisfied 48% 49%- 47%- 56% 52% 38% 42% 43% 50% 42% 44%

Very satisfied 34% 34%- 35%- 29% 38% 27% 35% 37% 24% 39% 43%

Not sure 11% 10%- 11%- 7% 4% 30% 14% 13% 13% 16% 10%

please indicate the degree of satisfaction with the following aspects of your institution’s support services for international students: - opportunities to 
interact with and learn from students of other cultures

Very dissatisfied 1% 2%- 1%- 1%- 2%- 1% 1% 2% 3% 3% 1%

Dissatisfied 7% 7%- 7%- 8%- 7%- 3% 7% 6% 11% 8% 4%

Satisfied 45% 45%- 45%- 56%- 49%- 39% 40% 38% 53% 29% 41%

Very satisfied 40% 41%- 41%- 33%- 40%- 35% 43% 46% 28% 53% 50%

Not sure 6% 6%- 6%- 2%- 2%- 22% 9% 8% 6% 8% 4%

please indicate the degree of satisfaction with the following aspects of your institution’s support services for international students: - opportunities to 
develop professional connections with faculty outside of class

Very dissatisfied 2% 2% 2% 1% 2% 3% 2% 3% 5% 0% 1%

Dissatisfied 10% 10% 10% 16% 10% 7% 10% 12% 13% 3% 7%

Satisfied 45% 46% 44% 49% 48% 40% 43% 36% 50% 53% 42%

Very satisfied 34% 33% 36% 29% 37% 31% 35% 37% 24% 37% 43%

Not sure 8% 9% 8% 4% 5% 20% 11% 11% 9% 8% 7%
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please indicate your degree of satisfaction with the following institutional career preparation services to help you achieve career and employment 
goals: - help finding on-campus part-time jobs

Very dissatisfied 5% 5% 6% 5% 5% 6% 5% 7% 7% 3% 3%

Dissatisfied 15% 13% 16% 15% 19% 11% 12% 14% 17% 16% 15%

Satisfied 37% 38% 37% 47% 41% 26% 32% 32% 36% 32% 37%

Very satisfied 22% 23% 23% 22% 28% 14% 22% 24% 15% 24% 27%

Not sure 20% 20% 19% 12% 7% 43% 29% 23% 25% 26% 17%

please indicate your degree of satisfaction with the following institutional career preparation services to help you achieve career and employment 
goals: - help finding work or internships during coursework (e.g., cpt)

Very dissatisfied 5% 4% 6% 4% 5% 3% 5% 6% 7% 3% 4%

Dissatisfied 16% 15% 16% 18% 16% 17% 15% 15% 17% 13% 16%

Satisfied 37% 39% 37% 42% 43% 28% 33% 33% 36% 34% 36%

Very satisfied 24% 24% 25% 24% 29% 18% 20% 25% 18% 13% 29%

Not sure 18% 17% 17% 13% 8% 34% 27% 21% 22% 37% 16%

please indicate your degree of satisfaction with the following institutional career preparation services to help you achieve career and employment 
goals: - help finding post-graduation jobs or internships (e.g., job fairs, job boards, website, portals, etc.)

Very dissatisfied 4% 4% 5% 4%- 5%- 2% 5% 5% 7% 3% 4%

Dissatisfied 14% 12% 15% 16%- 16%- 18% 15% 12% 16% 5% 12%

Satisfied 40% 42% 41% 45%- 46%- 30% 34% 36% 38% 50% 39%

Very satisfied 24% 24% 24% 26%- 27%- 18% 20% 25% 18% 16% 30%

Not sure 18% 18% 15% 9%- 6%- 32% 27% 22% 22% 26% 16%

please indicate your degree of satisfaction with the following institutional career preparation services to help you achieve career and employment 
goals: - Knowledge among relevant staff of visa regulations related to work and internships (e.g., opt, cpt)

Very dissatisfied 3% 3% 2% 2%- 2%- 6% 3% 3% 3% 0% 2%

Dissatisfied 8% 9% 8% 9%- 7%- 13% 9% 8% 12% 8% 7%

Satisfied 42% 43% 43% 47%- 49%- 30% 37% 37% 44% 42% 39%

Very satisfied 28% 25% 30% 34%- 38%- 22% 24% 28% 20% 29% 29%

Not sure 19% 21% 17% 8%- 4%- 29% 27% 24% 21% 21% 22%

please indicate your degree of satisfaction with the following institutional career preparation services to help you achieve career and employment 
goals: - Institutional programs designed to help prepare students for careers (e.g., resume services, mock interviews, mentoring programs, etc.)

Very dissatisfied 3% 3% 3% 2%- 3%- 3% 3% 3% 5% 5% 1%

Dissatisfied 9% 8% 9% 10%- 9%- 10% 11% 10% 11% 8% 6%

Satisfied 45% 48% 45% 51%- 49%- 38% 42% 39% 46% 50% 41%

Very satisfied 31% 30% 32% 30%- 36%- 21% 27% 33% 22% 21% 40%

Not sure 12% 11% 11% 7%- 4%- 28% 18% 16% 16% 16% 11%

please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the following statements: - overall, I believe studying in the u.S. was a good investment 
for my future.

Strongly dissagree 1% 1%- 1%- 1%- 1%- 2% 2% 1% 2% 3% 0%

Disagree 2% 1%- 2%- 0%- 2%- 3% 1% 1% 3% 3% 1%

Agree 36% 34%- 38%- 46%- 42%- 45% 33% 33% 43% 32% 28%

Strongly agree 58% 61%- 57%- 50%- 54%- 44% 61% 62% 50% 61% 70%

Not sure 3% 2%- 3%- 3%- 2%- 6% 3% 3% 2% 3% 1%

please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the following statements: - I feel positive about my career prospects and employability.

Strongly dissagree 1% 1%- 1%- 1%- 1%- 1% 1% 1% 3% 3% 1%

Disagree 3% 3%- 3%- 4%- 3%- 4% 4% 3% 4% 5% 1%

Agree 39% 36%- 40%- 46%- 43%- 44% 39% 36% 44% 32% 27%

Strongly agree 54% 55%- 52%- 45%- 51%- 44% 52% 55% 44% 58% 70%

Not sure 4% 4%- 4%- 4%- 2%- 7% 5% 5% 6% 3% 2%

please select the thRee most significant challenges you faced with your experience in studying in the u.S.

Issues related to my visa and/or 
inadequate knowledge about visa 
regulations

18% 15% 19% 17% 23% 22% 23% 17% 16% 18% 14%

Cost of living expenses 63% 63% 63% 48% 67% 62% 59% 63% 60% 53% 71%

Cost of tuition fees 65% 69% 65% 49% 63% 89% 72% 72% 46% 68% 71%

Proficiency in English language 24% 27% 22% 48% 11% 4% 27% 32% 38% 8% 11%

Meeting academic demands 18% 16% 19% 14% 22% 24% 10% 15% 26% 21% 16%
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please select the thRee most significant challenges you faced with your experience in studying in the u.S., cont.

Difficulty in adapting to U.S. academic 
culture

21% 25% 21% 21% 21% 13% 26% 23% 20% 24% 22%

Difficulty in developing social 
connections (e.g., making friends or 
developing close working relationships 
with domestic students)

33% 31% 35% 60% 34% 25% 31% 26% 36% 29% 29%

Loneliness/ homesickness 32% 32% 32% 23% 42% 28% 28% 28% 34% 34% 36%

Discrimination based on nationality, 
ethnicity, or other similar characteristics

16% 15% 15% 19% 12% 6% 8% 15% 21% 5% 24%

Other 9% 8% 8% 3% 6% 27% 16% 8% 4% 39% 7%

did you ever attend another educational institution in the u.S before being accepted by your most current educational institution?

Yes 32% 40% 25% 25% 17% 22% 34% 35% 42% 24% 32%

No 68% 60% 75% 75% 83% 78% 66% 65% 58% 76% 68%

In which academic level did you enroll in your current or most recent degree program in the u.S.?

Associate's degree 10% 0% 0% 1% 2% 9% 15% 16% 6% 8% 14%

Bachelor's degree 21% 100% 0% 15% 6% 34% 30% 30% 21% 29% 25%

Master's degree 54% 0% 100% 69% 82% 34% 41% 40% 53% 47% 48%

Doctoral degree 11% 0% 0% 14% 9% 20% 10% 7% 16% 8% 10%

Other 4% 0% 0% 1% 1% 3% 5% 7% 3% 8% 3%

In which field of study did you enroll at your most current degree program in the u.S.?

Business/Management 20% 23% 24% 33% 16% 12% 27% 23% 21% 16% 19%

education 8% 4% 10% 11% 1% 11% 9% 14% 10% 16% 5%

engineering 11% 10% 13% 7% 24% 3% 7% 7% 15% 8% 8%

Fine/Applied Arts 4% 6% 3% 5% 2% 8% 6% 8% 4% 11% 1%

Health professions 27% 27% 20% 16% 20% 35% 16% 19% 27% 21% 39%

Humanities 4% 4% 4% 1% 1% 4% 8% 6% 2% 8% 5%

Intensive english 1% 1% 0% 0% 0% 0% 1% 3% 3% 0% 0%

Math/Computer Science 10% 8% 13% 12% 26% 3% 4% 4% 8% 0% 7%

physical/Life Sciences 6% 6% 5% 5% 6% 7% 8% 4% 4% 0% 7%

Social Sciences 7% 8% 7% 9% 2% 12% 14% 9% 4% 11% 6%

Other 2% 3% 2% 1% 1% 3% 2% 2% 2% 11% 2%

did you change or intend to change your field of study after enrolling at your u.S. institution?

Yes 15% 22% 12% 16% 9% 10% 16% 14% 16% 16% 19%

No 79% 70% 82% 73% 87% 89% 79% 78% 77% 76% 76%

Not sure 6% 7% 6% 11% 3% 2% 5% 8% 7% 8% 6%

how influential was your family in helping you choose your field of study?

Not at all influential 31% 28% 31% 21% 17% 35% 45% 40% 27% 30% 38%

Slightly influential 19% 18% 19% 26% 19% 27% 18% 17% 20% 27% 17%

Somewhat influential 24% 28% 24% 32% 25% 23% 22% 21% 24% 27% 21%

Very influential 24% 24% 24% 19% 36% 12% 12% 20% 24% 16% 22%

Not sure 3% 2% 3% 2% 3% 3% 3% 2% 5% 0% 2%

What is your current education or employment status?

Currently enrolled at a U.S. institution 60% 66% 52% 58%- 54%- 62% 56% 62% 62% 55% 65%

Graduated from a U.S institution but not 
working

12% 12% 14% 16%- 13%- 6% 12% 11% 18% 11% 10%

Graduated from a U.S. institution and 
working

28% 22% 34% 26%- 33%- 32% 32% 27% 21% 34% 25%
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 how many years have you been enrolled in your current program? 

Less than 1 27% 20% 33% 23%- 28%- 22%- 25%- 27%- 25%- 5%- 31%-

1 27% 23% 32% 35%- 28%- 24%- 29%- 26%- 25%- 38%- 28%-

2 29% 32% 28% 30%- 35%- 31%- 30%- 29%- 30%- 43%- 27%-

3 11% 18% 5% 8%- 6%- 13%- 14%- 14%- 12%- 14%- 8%-

4 4% 6% 2% 3%- 2%- 10%- 3%- 3%- 6%- 0% 5%-

5 1% 0% 0% 1%- 0% 0% 0% 1%- 1%- 0% 0%

6 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 1%- 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

7 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

8 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

9 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

10 0% 0% 0% 1%- 0% 0% 0% 1%- 0% 0% 0%

What is your current country of employment?

U.S. 78% 80%- 76%- 86%- 93%- 41% 70% 70% 43% 62% 82%

Home country 18% 18%- 19%- 11%- 5%- 43% 21% 26% 52% 31% 12%

Other 4% 2%- 5%- 3%- 1%- 16% 8% 4% 4% 8% 6%

 In which year did you graduate?

2010 8% 8% 6% 2%- 4%- 7%- 9%- 9%- 6%- 0% 9%-

2011 2% 3% 2% 1%- 1%- 2%- 2%- 2%- 4%- 0% 3%-

2012 6% 4% 5% 2%- 3%- 5%- 8%- 7%- 4%- 6%- 8%-

2013 11% 9% 11% 7%- 9%- 9%- 15%- 14%- 14%- 0% 11%-

2014 18% 18% 19% 19%- 17%- 20%- 16%- 20%- 18%- 24%- 18%-

2015 30% 30% 33% 33%- 37%- 32%- 29%- 32%- 30%- 18%- 31%-

2016 25% 27% 25% 37%- 29%- 25%- 21%- 18%- 25%- 53%- 21%-

NOTE:
1. Percentage may not sum up to 100% due to rounding.
2. Data with “-” indicate p-value above 0.05. 
3.  4,683 responses were analyzed for this question “Please select the TWO most important reasons that lead you to seek opportunities to study abroad” of which 4,256 respondents 

enrolled at a U.S. institution and 427 enrolled in an institution in a foreign country other than the U.S. 
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endnoteS

1. “Overall satisfaction rate” refers to two responses on a five point scale: “satisfied” or “very 
satisfied.” Likewise, “overall dissatisfaction rate” refers to two responses: “dissatisfied” and “very 
dissatisfied.” These two measures are used throughout the report. 
 
It’s important to note that for any given overall measure, adding the response figures presented 
in the appendix may not result in the precise overall satisfaction or dissatisfaction rate cited 
elsewhere in the report. This is because response rates in the appendix are rounded to whole 
numbers. We have not presented estimates to the nearest hundredth. However, in calculating 
comparative numbers, we used the more nuanced figures. 
 
Finally, it’s also important to note that percentages of overall satisfaction and dissatisfaction rates 
do not add up to 100 percent. This is because respondents were given the option to respond “Not 
sure.” In some cases, the number of respondents who answered “Not sure” was fairly high.

2. There is surprisingly little research on the topic of housing for international students.

3. A large number of MENA students - 19 percent - cited “Unsure,” more than respondents from most 
other regions and countries.

4. For further description of this program, see the WES webinar Good Practices for Retaining 
International Students (Schulmann, Cahill, & Espinoza, 2016), available at http://knowledge.
wes.org/RAS-Archive-Good-Practices-for-Retaining-International-Undergraduate-
Students.html.

http://knowledge.wes.org/RAS-Archive-Good-Practices-for-Retaining-International-Undergraduate-Students.html
http://knowledge.wes.org/RAS-Archive-Good-Practices-for-Retaining-International-Undergraduate-Students.html
http://knowledge.wes.org/RAS-Archive-Good-Practices-for-Retaining-International-Undergraduate-Students.html
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