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Background
Over the past decade, Australia has made 
substantial investments in promoting its higher 
education sector as one of the nation’s leading 
exports. Through targeted marketing and 
advertising campaigns, institutions highlight 
Australia’s vibrant campus life, cultural diversity, and 
post-graduate opportunities, attracting a significant 
intake of students from around the world, which is 
often a critical part of the financial sustainability of 
many universities. Despite this robust international 
enrolment, there are many concerns from students 
and various international education organisations 
and groups that international students are valued 
only for their financial contribution to universities, 
and do not receive adequate attention in 
institutional policies, programs, support services 
within universities and across communities, or 
broader national discussions.

Considering these concerns, Welcoming 
Universities initiated a focused study to better 
understand international students’ day-to-day 
realities. Employing a combination of surveys, focus 
groups, and conceptual analysis, this research 
aims to move beyond promotional narratives and 
offer a nuanced perspective on how international 
students navigate the academic, social, and cultural 
dimensions of university life in Australia. 

Ultimately, the findings provide practical 
recommendations for university leadership, 
university administrators, policymakers, local, 
state and federal governments, and community 
stakeholders, supporting the creation of more 
genuinely inclusive and equitable learning 
environments.

Objectives
•	 Document Lived Experiences 

Capture a detailed picture of international 
students’ day-to-day realities—beyond 
marketing narratives—including their academic, 
social, and cultural encounters on Australian 
campuses.

•	 Identify Key Challenges 
Uncover the most pressing issues international 
students face, such as financial pressures, social 
isolation, mental health concerns, language 
barriers, or discrimination.

•	 Assess Sense of Safety and Support 
Evaluate the extent to which international 
students feel safe, welcome, and adequately 
supported by university services, peers, and 
broader community networks.

•	 Highlight Best Practices 
Showcase positive examples of inclusive 
policies, programs, or community initiatives 
that effectively address international students’ 
needs, to replicate or scale these models.

•	 Develop Actionable Recommendations 
Provide evidence-based guidance for university 
administrators, policymakers, and community 
organisations to address identified challenges 
and foster a genuinely inclusive environment for 
international students.
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Significance of 
this research
By centring international students’ voices and 
examining their lived experiences, this research 
offers critical insights into the real impact of 
institutional policies, community support systems, 
and broader societal attitudes on this cohort. 

Its findings not only illuminate areas where 
international students feel marginalised or 
undervalued but also highlight existing strengths 
and innovative practices that can serve as models 
for other institutions. 

The study underscores the essential role of 
inclusive, student-centred approaches in 
maintaining Australia’s reputation as a global 
education hub. This study provides a foundation for 
informed decision-making, enabling universities, 
policymakers, and community organisations to 
enact meaningful reforms ensuring international 
students are welcomed, genuinely integrated, and 
empowered within Australian higher education.

Methodology
This research employed a mixed-methods 
approach to gather quantitative data and in-depth 
qualitative insights. First, a contextual review was 
conducted to understand the political and social 
landscape for international students in Australia. 
This involved analysing relevant policy documents, 
media reports, and discussions led by advocacy 
groups. The goal was to identify prevailing 
narratives and factors influencing the recruitment 
and experiences of international students.

Building on this contextual groundwork, an 
online survey was distributed across Welcoming 
Universities networks, through on-campus 
outreach, and partnerships with student advocacy 
organisations. The survey yielded responses from 
over one hundred international students, gathered 
demographic information, explored day-to-day 
academic and social challenges, and assessed 
students’ awareness of and satisfaction with 
support services.

Focus groups were conducted with smaller 
cohorts of international students to gain deeper 
qualitative perspectives. Seven focus groups were 
held, each following a semi-structured format that 
invited open discussion of academic life, personal 
wellbeing, community integration, and perceived 
barriers to success. These sessions offered a 
nuanced understanding of the issues identified in 
the survey, enabling the research team to capture 
the lived realities and emotional context behind 
statistical trends.

Data analysis combined descriptive statistics for the 
survey results with thematic analysis of focus group 
transcripts. Ethical protocols included informed 
consent for all participants, anonymised transcripts, 
and secure data storage. By integrating quantitative 
and qualitative findings, this research offers a 
comprehensive picture of international students’ 
experiences, highlighting the systemic and 
personal dimensions of their journeys in Australian 
higher education.
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Political landscape review
This report examines the experiences of international students at Australian 
universities during a period of significant change in the international education 
sector. Over the last 2 years, Australia’s international education landscape 
has undergone rapid transformations, driven by the post-pandemic recovery, 
shifting political discourse, and growing concerns about migration, housing, 
and the cost of living. 

The research began when Australia experienced the 
first wave of international students returning after 
the COVID-19 pandemic. During the pandemic, the 
Australian government took a nationalistic stance, 
urging international students to return to their home 
countries and focusing on the welfare of Australian 
citizens and residents1.

Despite this harsh crackdown during the pandemic, 
from early 2022 onwards, international student 
numbers surged, surpassing pre-pandemic levels 
by mid-20232. This influx was crucial for the financial 
stability of universities and the Australian economy, 
particularly as international students addressed 
workforce shortages3. The Australian government 
also lifted restrictions on international student work 
rights, including uncapped working hours, from 
January 2022 to June 20234.

The discourse around international education 
shifted again in 2023. In May 2023, the federal 
government held an inquiry into international 
education, raising concerns about unscrupulous 
offshore agents and recognising international 
students’ critical role in the tourism sector 5,6.  
By mid-2023, the Universities Accord interim 
report placed international education not only as 
an economic sector but as an essential element 
of Australia’s soft diplomacy and regional 
development. It also controversially proposed a levy 
on international students to fund national priorities 

like infrastructure and research. This proposal faced 
strong opposition from education stakeholders, 
who suggested it would undermine Australia’s 
competitiveness as a study destination7.

As the political discourse surrounding 
international students intensified, a new narrative 
emerged, linking high migration numbers—
including international students—to Australia’s 
housing crisis 8, 9. While universities and other 
stakeholders pushed back against these claims10,11. 
The rhetoric grew more hostile, with the opposition 
leader at the time, Peter Dutton comparing 
international students seeking visa extensions to 
“modern-day boat arrivals”12. 

This culminated in a government proposal to 
cap international student enrolments at 270,000 
for 2025, aimed at addressing concerns over 
net overseas migration and housing shortages13. 
This proposal was defeated in the Senate, but 
the debate over international student numbers 
continues, with both the government and 
opposition committed to finding an effective 
response to the alleged issue14. 

Amid these shifting political landscapes and public 
debates, the voices of international students have 
often been overlooked. Although there has been 
some media coverage about their challenges15,16 
international students have remained mainly absent 
from the conversation. 
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Pre-pandemic studies have already highlighted 
that international students often feel undervalued 
and unsupported during their studies17. These 
feelings were exacerbated during the pandemic, 
when many students felt abandoned by their 
universities and the Australian government18,19,20. 
Post-pandemic, some media attention focused on 
the cost-of-living crisis and its impact on students, 
including international students 21,22. 

This study attempts to fill this gap and share the 
lived experiences of international students during 
this time. It began as a study focused on the post-
pandemic experience of international students, but 
has evolved rapidly due to the fast-moving changes 
in the international education space. The research 
continues to be timely given the ongoing debates 
and policy changes that impact international 
students. By centring student voices, this study 
provides critical insights into the issues that have 
not been fully addressed in the broader discourse.
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Survey findings
Distribution 
The online survey was launched on 15 August 
2023 and remained open until 30 September 
2024, giving respondents a 13‑month window 
to participate. During this period, Welcoming 
Universities disseminated the survey through 
multiple channels: email campaigns to member 
institutions, social media posts and QR‑code flyers 
circulated to student locations, direct outreach to 
international student clubs and associations, and 
in‑person promotion during campus visits and 
orientation events. Periodic reminder campaigns 
helped sustain momentum and ensure a diverse 
cross‑section of students had the opportunity 
to contribute.

Sample
At the survey’s closing, 189 participants had entered 
some data. However, there were a significant 
number of non-responses and invalid responses. 
Therefore, we proceeded with a final sample of 
106 participants for analysis.

Limitations
Sampling Bias
The survey was circulated primarily through 
convenience channels, like Welcoming Universities 
networks and on-campus outreach, which could 
miss certain student groups or universities.

Self-Reporting Issues
Responses may reflect biases such as social 
desirability or inaccuracies due to recall errors.

Long Data Collection Period
Changing external conditions, such as visa 
regulations, university policies, and housing 
markets, may have influenced students’ 
responses at different times.

Profile of respondents 
Age Profile
The respondent group is predominantly young 
adults. Just over half (≈51 %) are aged 25–34, while 
a further 37 % fall in the 18–24 bracket. Only a small 
minority are under 18 (≈4 %) or in the mature‑age 
categories of 35–44 (≈8 %) and 45–54 (≈1 %).

Gender Profile
The sample is strongly weighted toward women, 
with 72 respondents, about two‑thirds of the total, 
identifying as female. Thirty participants (roughly 
28 %) identified as male, while two students 
identified as non‑binary or chose not to disclose 
their gender. This distribution suggests that female 
perspectives are particularly prominent in the 
dataset, while still capturing a modest range of 
gender diversity.

Female  68%
Male  28%
Non-binary  2%
Prefer not to say  2%
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Time in Australia
The cohort spans a broad settlement timeline. 
The largest share, 45 students, have been in 
Australia for one to three years, positioning them 
beyond the initial adjustment phase, yet still early 
in their academic journey. A further 32 respondents 
are recent arrivals of less than a year, while 12 
students fall in the three‑to‑five‑year bracket. The 
remaining 17 participants have lived in Australia 
for more than five years, bringing longer‑term 
perspectives to the study. This distribution enables 
the analysis to contrast fresh challenges with the 
insights of students who have had time to navigate 
and adapt to the Australian environment.

< 1 year 1–3 years 3–5 years > 5 years

30% 43% 11% 16%

Location in Australia
A majority—58 students, just under 55 % of the 
sample—are studying in Victoria. Queensland 
provides the next‑largest cohort with 28 participants 
(≈26 %), while New South Wales accounts for 
11 respondents (≈10 %). This geographic spread 
offers insights from several states, yet foregrounds 
experiences in Victoria and Queensland.

Country of birth 
The students in the survey represent 34 different 
countries. About one in five respondents (20 
people) are from India, followed by China (13) 
and Colombia (10). The Philippines contributes 
seven students, and Vietnam five. These five 
countries account for just over half of all responses, 
while the ten most common countries comprise 
roughly 70 %. Most students come from South and 
East Asia, with Colombia providing the leading 
Latin‑American voice.

Rank Country Count

1 India 20

2 China 13

3 Colombia 10

4 Philippines 7

5 Vietnam 5

6 Sri Lanka 4

7 United States 4

8 Indonesia 4

9 Hong Kong (SAR China) 4

10 Malaysia 3
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Why Australia?
The survey first asked whether 
Australia was participants’ top 

choice for study abroad. More 
than three-quarters (77%) said “yes,” 

highlighting that Australia remains a 
primary destination for international 
students, despite the financial and 
logistical challenges they may face.

When asked why they chose to study 
in Australia, respondents offered a 

variety of reasons that reflect both 
practical considerations and more personal 

motivations. From the desire for quality 
education to the appeal of a multicultural society, 

their answers highlight several core themes that 
consistently shape the decision-making process for 
international students.

The most frequently mentioned reasons for 
choosing Australia can be grouped into several 
key themes:

•	 Quality Education and Global Recognition 
Many respondents refer to Australia’s highly 
regarded universities, strong research 
opportunities, and reputable degree programs 
recognised worldwide.

•	 Work-While-Studying Opportunities 
A sizable number of students highlight the 
ability to work part-time on a student visa, 
seeing it as a way to manage living costs, gain 
experience, and potentially prepare for longer-
term employment or migration.

•	 Lifestyle, Weather, and Standard of Living 
The country’s relaxed lifestyle, favourable 
climate, and high living standards are 
repeatedly mentioned. Students value 
a balance between study and personal 
wellbeing.

•	 Cultural Diversity and Inclusivity 
Australia’s multicultural environment is often 
cited as an appealing factor, making it easier 
to adapt and feel at home.

•	 Personal Connections 
Friends, family, or partners already living in 
Australia significantly influence decisions. 
Familiar support networks can ease the 
transition and offer a sense of security.

•	 Proximity to Home Countries 
Especially for students from Asia, Australia is 
viewed as relatively close, easing travel and 
offering familiarity in climate or culture.

Cost of living
The first section of the survey analyses Australia’s 
rising cost of living, showing how students manage 
day-to-day affordability challenges and examining 
the effectiveness of university assistance programs 
in providing meaningful support.

The majority of survey respondents (67%) found 
Australia’s cost of living to be higher than they 
initially expected, with 17 out of 106 students 
indicating they sometimes go without essential 
needs, such as regular meals, adequate heating, 
or social activities, due to financial pressures. This 
ongoing strain is reflected in the 79% who report 
continuous anxiety about affording day-to-day 
expenses. Notably, 40% of respondents either do 
not believe their university offers financial support 
programs or are unaware of any assistance options.

Despite this knowledge gap, students did mention 
a range of services they know to exist or have used. 
These vary from food relief programs (e.g., free 
groceries, food pantries, and free meal vouchers) 
to financial assistance (loans, grants, bursaries, and 
instalment plans for tuition). 

79
66

%
%

report continuous 
anxiety about affording 
day-to-day expenses

did not know about 
any external support 
programs
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Several institutions provide scholarships, including 
merit-based and hardship bursaries, mental health 
and wellbeing services, accommodation subsidies, 
and legal or employment advice through student 
associations. While these measures highlight 
how universities attempt to mitigate cost-of-living 
challenges, multiple students noted eligibility 
restrictions (only available to domestic students, 
not international students), limited awareness, 
or insufficient coverage as ongoing hurdles in 
accessing meaningful support.

In addition to the financial pressures many 
students face, 31.5% of respondents admitted 
feeling uncomfortable approaching their university 
for assistance. Furthermore, 66% did not know 
about any external support programs; among 
those who were aware, half had never utilised them. 
This indicates a lack of program visibility and a 
hesitancy among students to seek help.

When asked for additional comments on the 
cost of living, participants repeatedly flagged 
housing affordability and high rent, particularly 
near university areas, as top concerns. Several 
respondents suggested student discounts at 
grocery stores and other businesses, pointing to 
the steep cost of basic necessities like food, utilities, 
and transportation. Others highlighted the impact 
of limited work hours on their ability to cover bills 
and save, especially given rising inflation and 
tuition fees. Even though some students mentioned 
coping strategies, like cooking at home, budgeting 
carefully, or using reward cards, many still viewed 
the overall cost of living as a significant burden that 
reduces their quality of life and academic focus.

Sense of belonging
In the second section of our survey, students were 
asked questions related to their sense of belonging, 
social connections, and cultural safety within 
the university environment. 69% of respondents 
felt that their university provided a space where 
they could belong. At the same time, loneliness 
remains a common thread: 19% experience it very 
often, 20% often, and 44% sometimes, while only 
13% rarely and 3% never feel lonely.

Students were also asked what universities 
DID or DID NOT do to contribute to their sense 
of belonging. Positive contributions to belonging 
include but are not limited to:

•	 Social Events and Clubs 
Many students reported that universities 
host a range of events (e.g., cultural festivals, 
student clubs, and buddy programs), creating 
opportunities for diverse groups to interact and 
form friendships. This inclusivity often helps new 
arrivals feel welcomed.

•	 Support Services 
Counselling, disability support, and student 
associations were praised for helping 
international students navigate academic and 
personal challenges. Some institutions also 
encourage peer mentoring or buddy systems, 
which help build social networks.

•	 Cultural Celebrations 
Celebrating different cultural festivals and 
supporting religious or cultural societies helped 
students maintain ties to their heritage and find 
a “home away from home.”

•	 Emphasis on Diversity 
Students who felt included noted that their 
universities actively fostered multicultural 
communities, demonstrating respect for varied 
backgrounds and languages.

39

31.5
40

%

%

%

report experiencing loneliness 
‘often‘ or ‘very often’

of respondents admitted 
feeling uncomfortable about 
approaching their university 
for assistance

do not believe their 
university offers financial 
support programs or are 
unaware of assistance 
options
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Students also noted the following gaps and 
challenges: 

•	 Limited Targeted Support 
Some respondents felt that events and services 
were not designed to meet the needs of 
international students, particularly in areas 
like financial assistance, disability support, or 
off-campus accommodation.

•	 Isolation and Exclusion 
Several students reported feeling excluded 
or stereotyped, citing examples such as 
group activities that cater only to specific 
cultural or interest groups, or a perceived 
lack of acceptance for non-local accents 
or backgrounds.

•	 Administrative Barriers 
Several noted insufficient communication 
channels or an overreliance on email, with no 
dedicated on-campus offices or face-to-face 
support for international student queries.

•	 Commercial Mindset 
A recurring theme was the perception that 
some institutions are more focused on tuition 
revenue than on addressing the wellbeing of 
international students, evidenced by limited 
outreach, high fees, or lack of personalised help 
during crises (e.g., COVID-19).

When asked about opportunities for cross-cultural 
interaction on campus, 42% of students felt their 
university often fosters such engagement through 
events, clubs, and festivals. In contrast, others 
described these efforts as inconsistent or limited to 
major celebrations. Various programs were cited, 
ranging from cultural clubs and themed gatherings 
to academic initiatives like group assignments 
that intentionally mixed students from different 
backgrounds. Some universities offer internships, 
research projects, or volunteer opportunities that 
help students develop professional skills while 
expanding their networks.

In terms of social circles, responses reveal a diverse 
mix of connections. 26% primarily bond with peers 
sharing the same ethnic/linguistic background, 
another 26% gravitate to other international 
students, and only 3% maintain social networks with 
domestic Australian peers. The largest segment, 
42%, reported a “mix of all,” balancing ties to 
compatriots, other international communities, 
and local students. 

While many appreciated these avenues for cultural 
exchange and networking, some respondents 
noted that certain activities remain under-publicised 
or geared toward niche interests, leaving those 
outside those groups feeling less included. 
Nonetheless, festivals, student mixers, cultural clubs, 
and networking events were generally viewed as 
a positive step in creating spaces for meaningful 
intercultural dialogue and community building.

Your social network 
predominantly consists of…

People with the same ethnic & 
linguistic background as you  26%
Other international students  26%
Domestic students  3% 
Mix of all  42%
Other  1%
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Discrimination and 
cultural safety
One in five students (20%) reported experiencing 
some form of discrimination within the university 
setting. However, many chose not to file formal 
complaints or did not follow up with student 
services. Reasons included a lack of, fear of 
retaliation (especially concerning grades), 
uncertainty about whom to contact, and scepticism 
that the university would effectively address the 
issue. Some who attempted to report incidents felt 
that the response was inadequate; they were either 
referred to outside agencies, given minimal follow-
up, or told there wasn’t sufficient evidence.

Others mentioned that existing welfare or 
support officers seemed overburdened, and that 
appointments were difficult to schedule due to 
high demand. Consequently, several students 
opted to handle discrimination informally, 
relying on personal coping strategies rather 
than official channels. These findings point to a 
significant gap in the university’s ability to provide 
accessible, timely, and reassuring support for 
students facing discrimination, one that may 
require more streamlined reporting systems, clear 
communication of available resources, and stronger 
follow-up protocols to ensure students feel safe 
and heard.

The survey reveals that 45% of respondents knew 
their university provided spaces described as 
“culturally safe,” though some admitted they were 
unsure what this concept entailed. Even among 
those who understood the idea, about half had 
never used such resources. This suggests there 
may be uncertainty about how to access them or 
whether they serve international students’ needs.

Around 50% of students had accessed university 
counselling or medical services. Most described 
these services as confidential and respectful, 
noting that staff members who shared migrant 

backgrounds or spoke the same language 
better understood international perspectives. 
However, some felt counsellors struggled to 
grasp these perspectives.

Overall, there is a need for more transparent 
communication about culturally safe spaces, as 
many students do not fully understand what they 
are or how to benefit from them. Additionally, 
although counselling and medical services are in 
place, their effectiveness could be improved by 
training staff to address international students’ 
unique challenges and encouraging students to 
seek help without hesitation.

existing welfare 
or support 
officers seemed 
overburdened, 
& appointments 
were difficult to 
schedule due to 
high demand.”
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Focus Groups findings
Purpose
While the survey results offered broad insights 
into international students’ experiences, they 
could not fully capture the nuances and personal 
stories behind the data. The focus groups 
were therefore designed to explore, in greater 
depth, the day-to-day realities, perceptions, and 
emotional dimensions of studying in Australia. By 
bringing students together to speak openly about 
their challenges and successes, these sessions 
uncovered context and details that a survey alone 
might overlook. 

Participant profile 
Seven focus groups were conducted—three in 
Victoria and four in Queensland—involving 78 
participants. To safeguard privacy and encourage 
candid discussion, no identifying information such 
as gender, university names, or personal details 
was collected.

Process and format
All focus groups covered topics similar to those 
in the survey, such as the cost of living, sense of 
belonging, and experiences of discrimination. 
Of the seven groups conducted, six took place  

in-person and one was 
held virtually, 

with sessions ranging from 30 minutes to two 
hours, depending on the number of participants. 
Discussions followed a semi-structured format, 
allowing participants the freedom to share personal 
experiences while still addressing the key themes.

Prior to each session, participants provided 
informed consent and were assured that their 
identities would remain confidential. They were 
free to skip any question or withdraw at any point 
if they felt uncomfortable. No personal identifiers 
were collected, and any recordings or transcripts 
were securely stored to protect privacy. This ethical 
framework was intended to promote honest 
dialogue and ensure students felt safe expressing 
their views.

Thematic analysis 

COST OF LIVING AND 
FINANCIAL STRAIN

Students consistently voiced that the cost of living 
in Australia has become a significant burden. 
Many had planned their budgets based on earlier 
research, but rapid price increases, especially 
for groceries and utilities, have forced them to 
change their spending habits. For example, one 
participant noted, “When I went to buy groceries, 
what normally would have been around $70 to $80 
suddenly came to $110,” illustrating how everyday 
necessities have become unexpectedly expensive. 
Participants across groups also mentioned that 
rising rent and utility costs leave little flexibility 
in their budgets. Several international students 
reported the need to work extra hours, even if it 
meant compromising on academic or personal 

time, with one remarking that the pressure 
to “meet the financial ends” has become 

almost inescapable.
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HOUSING AND 
ACCOMMODATION CHALLENGES

Housing emerged as a significant stressor. 
Students described difficulties in finding affordable 
accommodation, whether on-campus or off-
campus. Many expressed frustrations with the 
uncertainty of lease renewals and the high costs 
associated with renting. One student remarked that 
if they failed to secure on-campus housing, “you 
face the prospect of renting off-campus.” They did 
not know about and were not prepared for the 
bond payment system that is present in Australia. 

In some cases, students recounted being forced 
to settle for temporary or overcrowded living 
arrangements. One participant mentioned that 
“Landlords are reluctant to lease to international 
students,” highlighting an additional barrier 
beyond rising rents. Additionally, several students 
mentioned that getting a lease can be cheaper than 
student accommodation, but further challenges 
come with it. These challenges in securing stable, 
affordable housing directly exacerbate the financial 
strain and contribute to overall stress.

SOCIAL AND CULTURAL 
INCLUSION AND COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT

Several students appreciated the multicultural 
nature of the university environment, noting 
that events and clubs help create a sense of 
belonging. Many said that participation in cultural 
festivals provided valuable opportunities for social 
engagement and cultural exchange. 

For instance, a participant mentioned, “We dress up 
and celebrate our traditions, and that really makes 
us feel connected even when we’re far from home.” 

However, some focus groups also revealed gaps: 
off-campus students and those not actively involved 
in university clubs reported feeling isolated. 
Participants highlighted that while on-campus 
events are well organised, there is a lack of outreach 
to those living in rented accommodation or distant 
(cheaper to rent) neighbourhoods. Additionally, 
subtle cultural misunderstandings and even isolated 
incidents of discrimination were noted as factors 
that hinder deeper integration with domestic peers.

SUPPORT SERVICES 
AND AWARENESS

The effectiveness and accessibility of university 
support services were recurring topics. Several 
students noted that they were either unaware of the 
range of assistance available or felt ineligible for it. 
For example, one respondent explained, “I didn’t 
even know if there was a program to help us, and 
if there was I would have assumed it was only for 
domestic students.” 

Even when available, some services were criticised 
for being under-resourced. In one instance, a 
participant described the student-run food pantry: 
“It runs once a week, but there aren’t always enough 
donations, so not everyone gets what they need.” 
Other comments mentioned that counselling 
services generally felt confidential and respectful, 
though a few students observed that local 
counsellors sometimes struggled to fully grasp the 
unique experiences of international students.

I stopped going 
out with friends 
– some friends 
of mine work 
and have more 
money to spend. 
It’s embarrassing 
to keep saying  
no.”
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EMPLOYMENT AND 
VISA CHALLENGES

Focus groups also shed light on the difficulties 
associated with employment and visa processes. 
Several students recounted the bureaucratic 
challenges they faced when transitioning from a 
graduate visa to a student visa, with one noting, 
“I had to submit a host of documents and medical 
checks—it was costly and time-consuming.” 

The conversation then turned to employment; 
many international students expressed frustration 
at being “exploited” by employers who paid 
cash and underpaid them. Furthermore, students 
voiced concern about transitioning from 
university to the workforce, highlighting limited 
job placement support and the reality that many 
companies are reluctant to sponsor visas for 
international graduates.

CULTURAL EXCHANGE AND 
COMMUNITY NETWORKS

Opportunities for cultural exchange were 
acknowledged, though with mixed reviews. On 
one hand, many respondents noted that university-
organised events facilitate interactions between 
international and domestic students. On the other 
hand, some students felt that such exchanges were 
superficial; after initial interactions during events, 
sustained engagement rarely followed, leading to 
fragmented networks. 

A recurring sentiment was that while the campus 
offers a welcoming environment through student 
associations and clubs, a more consistent 
institutional effort to bridge gaps between 
international and domestic students is needed. 
One comment captured this nuance: “We get 
together during events, but once the event is over, 
everyone drifts apart.”

I had to  
submit a host 
of documents 
and medical 
checks—it was 
costly and time-
consuming.”
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Recommendations 

RUN TARGETED AWARENESS 
CAMPAIGNS

Launch regular, multilingual communications 
(emails, social‑media posts, orientation briefings) 
that explicitly state all financial aid, counselling, 
and support programs are open to international 
as well as domestic students, busting the myth 
that these services are off‑limits and increasing 
uptake among those who might otherwise assume 
they’re ineligible.

PARTNER WITH COMMUNITY 
ORGANISATIONS AND LOCAL 
GOVERNMENT 

Formalise agreements with local non‑profits, 
multicultural centres, and service providers (e.g., 
food pantries, legal‑advice clinics, mental‑health 
charities) to deliver monthly pop‑up services 
on campus; this wrap‑around support extends 
university resources into the broader community 
and provides trusted, familiar touchpoints for 
international students.

ESTABLISH AN INTERNATIONAL 
STUDENT ADVISORY COMMITTEE

Create a committee of elected international student 
representatives, supported by a dedicated staff 
liaison, to meet monthly with senior leadership. This 
body gathers real‑time feedback, voices emerging 
concerns (from visa issues to cultural safety), 
and co‑designs initiatives, ensuring policies and 
programs remain responsive to the unique needs 
of the cohort.

ENSURE SUPPORT IS 
COMMUNICATED, ACCESSIBLE 
AND CULTURALLY SAFE 

To better support international students, universities 
must ensure that support services are clearly 
communicated, easily accessible, and culturally 
safe. Many international students are unaware of 
the full range of programs and services available 
to them, often due to gaps in communication or a 
lack of tailored outreach. Furthermore, even when 
services are available, they are not always designed 
with cultural safety in mind, discouraging students 
from accessing the support they need. To create a 
genuinely inclusive environment, universities should 
adopt proactive strategies to promote awareness, 
simplify access, and embed cultural competence 
across all support offerings.

PROVIDE SPECIFIC SUPPORT 
AROUND KEY ISSUES

Focus group and survey feedback highlighted 
the need for more specific support that 
universities, councils, or other organisations 
are not comprehensively offering. Key areas 
identified include:

•	 Clearer housing and accommodation guidance 

•	 Access to food support 

•	 Cooking classes to build life skills 

•	 More free and accessible social programs 
and events (including food) 

•	 Celebration and showcasing of international 
students’ cultural communities 

•	 Budgeting support offered without fear 
of retribution 

•	 Stronger connections between students 
living on and off campus 
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ENSURE INTERNATIONAL 
STUDENTS UNDERSTAND THE 
COMPLAINTS PROCESS

A key recommendation is to ensure international 
students clearly understand the university’s 
complaints processes. Many students are 
unaware of how to raise concerns or fear negative 
consequences if they do. Universities should 
provide clear, accessible information about 
complaint pathways, promote a culture of safety 
and transparency, and ensure that students feel 
confident their concerns will be taken seriously 
without fear of retribution.

EMPHASISE THE INTERNATIONAL 
STUDENT EXPERIENCE

A key recommendation is for universities, local 
government, state government, and other 
stakeholders is to prioritise and actively invest in 
creating positive international student experiences. 
International students are a significant asset, 
contributing to the internationalisation of 
education, the vibrancy of communities, and the 
financial sustainability of institutions and regions. 
Recognising their value means moving beyond 
transactional approaches and embedding the 
international student experience as a core priority 
across policies, programs, and community 
initiatives. A stronger focus on supporting, 
celebrating, and engaging international students 
will benefit students and the wider community.

PROVIDE WORK AND 
EMPLOYMENT SUPPORT DURING 
AND POST-STUDY

A key recommendation is to strengthen work 
and employment support for international 
students during and after their studies. Many 
international students face significant barriers 
to finding employment and require additional 
assistance to access mentoring, internships, and 
job opportunities. Universities, industry, and 
government should work together to provide 
tailored career support, expand pathways to 
work experience, and create programs that help 
international students build networks and transition 
into meaningful employment. Ensuring international 
students are gainfully employed benefits individuals 
and the broader economy.
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