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Introduction

International students play a pivotal role in the 
Australian higher education landscape and the 
economy. In 2019 alone, education services for 
international students generated more than 
$40 billion in export income (money paid from 
overseas sources).1 Asian international students 
represent the largest segment, accounting for 
83 per cent of the cohort in Australia.2 Despite 
their significant contribution – and well before 
the devastating impact of COVID-19 on the 
industry – international students were becoming 
increasingly disillusioned with Australia as a study 
destination.

They were experiencing workplace and 
accommodation exploitation, racism and a lack 
of government support.3 These issues must be 
addressed to promote Australia as a top study 
destination abroad and encourage new students 
to choose Australia.  

If the commonwealth, state and territory 
governments step in to address the issues faced 
by international students, Australia could retain its 
place as one of the top three study destinations of 
choice for international students.

1  https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/economy/international-trade/international-trade-goods-and-services-australia/latest-release
2   China, India, Nepal, Vietnam, Malaysia, South Korea, Philippines, Indonesia, Pakistan, Thailand, Sri Lanka, Hong Kong, Taiwan, 

Japan, Singapore, Bangladesh, Saudi Arabia, Bhutan, Mongolia, Cambodia, Myanmar, Iran, Turkey, Oman, Russia, Lebanon, 
Laos, Jordan, Kuwait, United Arab Emirates, Brunei, Israel, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Iraq, Maldives, East Timor, Cyprus, Yemen, 
Bahrain, Azerbaijan, Qatar, Afghanistan, Syria, Kyrgyzstan, Armenia, Georgia, North Korea, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan

3  https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-10-05/how-australia-international-students-driven-away-during-covid-19/12721488 

In 2019 alone, education services for international students 
generated more than $40 billion in export income.

Asian International Students 
of Australia (AISA) suggests 
implementing strategies to attract 
and retain international students. 
These include:

1    End workplace exploitation 

2    Grant travel concession in all 
jurisdictions

3    Provide safe and affordable 
accommodation.

https://www.aisa.education
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In October 2020, there were 677,369 international 
students in Australia4, including 564,310 (83 per 
cent) from countries in Asia.5 

The top three source countries 
– China (188,377 students),
India (113,342 students) and
Nepal (51,904 students) –
accounted for 34 per cent
of Australia’s international
student population.

Of students from non-Asian nations, Brazil 
was the fifth largest with 21,459 students, 
and Columbia was the seventh largest with 
18,838 students, representing 6 per cent of the 
international student population in October 2020. 
And while this paper focuses on Asian students, 
the strategies it offers will help all international 
students. 

Market dynamics 
of Australia’s 
international students

4  https://internationaleducation.gov.au/research/datavisualisations/Pages/Student-number.aspx 
5   China, India, Nepal, Vietnam, Malaysia, South Korea, Philippines, Indonesia, Pakistan, Thailand, Sri Lanka, Hong Kong, Taiwan, 

Japan, Singapore, Bangladesh, Saudi Arabia, Bhutan, Mongolia, Cambodia, Myanmar, Iran, Turkey, Oman, Russia, Lebanon, 
Laos, Jordan, Kuwait, United Arab Emirates, Brunei, Israel, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Iraq, Maldives, East Timor, Cyprus, Yemen, 
Bahrain, Azerbaijan, Qatar, Afghanistan, Syria, Kyrgyzstan, Armenia, Georgia, North Korea, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan

Percentage of Asian international 
students in Australia

Other nationality

Asian nationality

83%
(564,310)

17%
(113,059)

https://www.aisa.education
https://internationaleducation.gov.au/research/datavisualisations/Pages/Student-number.aspx


AISA – How to attract Asian international students to study in Australia  |        5

In 2019, education services for international 
students in Australia generated $40.366 billion in 
export income6, which had a significant flow-on 
effect to the Australian economy. A report for the 
Group of Eight leading universities says every 
three international students studying in Australia 
contribute a total of $1 million to the economy 
over the course of their degree.7 The report, by 
London Economics, finds that this $1 million then 
generates $3.1 million for the wider Australian 
economy, through the multiplier effect. 

According to a poll commissioned by Universities 
Australia, four out of five Australians believe 
international students are vital to the Australian 
economy. Chief Executive and Director Catriona 
Jackson said, “The income they bring into 
Australia supports local jobs, wages and living 
standards right across the country”.8 

International students also contribute a large 
portion of university revenue within Australia. In 
NSW, for example, universities earn 32 per cent 
of their fee revenue from international students, 
compared to 19 per cent from domestic 
students.9 

Their contribution 
to the economy

However, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
dramatically reduced international enrolments 
at universities nationwide. Universities have 
reported that this has had a significant impact on 
their budgets, and are cutting wages and jobs 
to minimise their losses. The knock-on effect will 
undoubtedly be felt throughout the rest of the 
Australian economy – especially in industries 
such as tourism, construction, retail, real estate, 
financial services and insurance services.

6    https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/economy/international-trade/international-trade-goods-and-services-
australia/latest-release 

7   https://www.go8.edu.au/Go8_London-Economics-Report.pdf.
8   https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/australians-recognise-importance-international-students 
9   https://www.audit.nsw.gov.au/our-work/reports/universities-2019-audits 

“The income they 
bring into Australia 
supports local jobs, 
wages and living 
standards  
right across  
the country.”
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Globally, China and India are the sources of 
the greatest number of international students. 
The three most popular destinations in order 
of popularity are the United States, the United 
Kingdom and Australia.10 But there is increasing 
competition from countries such as Malaysia, 
China, the Netherlands, Russia, Canada and – 
closer to the home market – New Zealand.10

Post-pandemic, Australia’s position in the top 
three is likely to come under increasing pressure. 
In addition to relying on global university 
rankings, and offering scholarships and access 
to high-quality education, Australia’s tertiary 
institutions must do more to protect their share 
of the market. 

Competition from 
other countries 

10    https://internationaleducation.gov.au/international-network/australia/InternationalStrategy/EGIProjects/
Documents/Global%20student%20mobility_Final%20report.pdf 

Post-pandemic, 
Australia’s position 
in the top three is 
likely to come under 
increasing pressure. 

https://www.aisa.education
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International students play a significant role in 
Australia’s prosperity. In addition to contributing 
to the economy and job creation, their fees and 
other on-campus spending enhances universities’ 
ability to conduct research, which in turn boosts 
their international ranking. 

However, the COVID-19 crisis has highlighted 
significant issues that were already deterring 
students from choosing to study here. 

Attracting more Asian 
international students 
to Australia

To help Australia recover from the economic 
impacts of COVID-19 and retain its place as a 
leading student destination, its governments 
and universities could implement strategies 
that address issues faced by students. These 
strategies include the following: 

•    The Commonwealth Government could work 
toward eliminating workplace exploitation by 
amending the Apprenticeship and Traineeship 
program to include international students. 

•    State and territory governments could:

      –   offer travel concessions to international 
students that are on par with those for 
domestic students

      –   overhaul the rental sector for international 
students to make it fair for students and 
landlords 

•    Universities could offer international students’ 
accommodation at market rates – at least for 
the first year of their studies. 

 

11   https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-10-05/how-australia-international-students-driven-away-during-covid-19/12721488 
12    https://internationaleducation.gov.au/international-network/australia/InternationalStrategy/EGIProjects/Documents/Global%20

student%20mobility_Final%20report.pdf 

Exploitation in the workplace and 
the rental market, racism and a 
lack of government support have all 
contributed to international students 
becoming disillusioned with Australia.11 
As a result, students are now less 
likely to recommend Australia as 
a destination for higher education 
services, including from the three 
largest source countries of China, 
India and Nepal.12

https://www.aisa.education
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-10-05/how-australia-international-students-driven-away-during-covid-19/12721488
https://internationaleducation.gov.au/international-network/australia/InternationalStrategy/EGIProjects/Documents/Global%20student%20mobility_Final%20report.pdf
https://internationaleducation.gov.au/international-network/australia/InternationalStrategy/EGIProjects/Documents/Global%20student%20mobility_Final%20report.pdf
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Eliminate workplace  
exploitation 

International students are more prone to 
workplace exploitation than Australians. 
Unfortunately, wage theft13 and underpayment14 
are rampant among international students and 
COVID-19 has made this situation much worse.15

Most students don’t report incidences of wage 
theft or underpayment.16 This is due to a variety 
of reasons, but the most common is that students 
feel they are breaking the law by working for 
below minimum wages, and fear this could affect 
their visa status. 

The Migrant Worker Justice Initiative surveyed 
more than 5,000 international students in 2019.  
It found that 86 per cent of students were aware 
of the minimum wage, but 62 per cent believed 
they were to blame for the underpayment.17

A report of the survey results, International 
Students and Wage Theft in Australia, says that 
international students in Australia don’t know 
their legal rights and don’t have a family to back 

Address the issues they face 

them up. So, when they experience wage theft, 
they are left alone to fight the injustice.

“These international students, who are far from 
home, often alone, [are] not familiar with the 
Australian legal system and, unfortunately, are 
extremely vulnerable to employer exploitation”15, 
University of Technology Sydney Associate 
Professor Laurie Berg, co-author of the report, 
told the ABC’s 7.30. 

Berg said workplace exploitation of international 
students is a “worrying sign for Australia’s tertiary 
institutions, who are already battling to regain 
dropping foreign student numbers”.15 

The Fair Work Ombudsman has been working 
to stop wage theft, but it continues to occur – 
despite facing potential fines and other penalties, 
some employers are still exploiting international 
students.

A new approach is needed to eliminate workplace 
exploitation – not only to treat international 
students fairly but also to attract more students to 
Australia. 

13   https://newsroom.unsw.edu.au/news/business-law/wage-theft-rife-international-students-australia 
14    https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-09-02/international-students-struggling-with-underpayment-and-covid19/12607540 
15   https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-06-30/international-students-wage-theft-exploitation-coronavirus/12405332 
16    https://www.smh.com.au/business/workplace/one-in-four-international-students-earn-less-than-half-the-minimum-wage-

20200629-p557d1.html 
17   https://www.mwji.org/iswagetheft 

https://www.aisa.education
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International students struggle to find skilled 
employment for reasons that include a lack of 
local experience and local references, and the 
ability to only work 20 hours a week. As a result, 
even if they are qualified in their field – for 
example in marketing, accounting, information 
technology, engineering or finance – reputable 
companies won’t hire them. 

To address this issue, the Commonwealth 
Government should encourage companies to 
hire international students, using the existing 
infrastructure of the Apprenticeship and 
Traineeship program.18 

Including international students in the program 
would:

•    give them instant access to the Australian 
Apprenticeship Support Network19 across 
Australia, which would help them to find a 
professional job working 20 hours a week while 
studying

•    allow businesses to hire qualified staff without 
worrying about the paperwork associated with 
hiring international students

•    create job security and ensure fair working 
conditions under the Fair Work Ombudsman’s 
provisions for apprentice and trainee wages, 
conditions and entitlements, making it easier 
for students to seek support if workplace issues 
arise

•    enable students to work without fear of wage 
theft, underpayment or breaching their visa 
conditions. 

Amending and incorporating international 
students into the Apprenticeship and Traineeship 
program would be a pivotal step in eliminating 
international students’ workplace exploitation. 
In addition to benefits such as providing high-
quality education, this program would promote 
Australia as a top destination for international 
students. 

18   https://www.australianapprenticeships.gov.au/
19    https://www.australianapprenticeships.gov.au/search-aasn 

Enable students to work 
without fear of wage 
theft, underpayment 
or breaching their visa 
conditions. 

https://www.aisa.education
https://www.australianapprenticeships.gov.au/
https://www.australianapprenticeships.gov.au/search-aasn
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Grant travel concessions 

Discounts for international students using public 
transport vary, depending on the state or territory. 
NSW doesn’t offer travel concessions unless the 
student is on a government scholarship20; and 
Victoria offers a concession, provided the student 
makes a one-off upfront payment of $877.50.21 

NSW Government’s International Education 
and Research Taskforce recommended that the 
NSW Government consider giving international 
students transport concessions.22   Before the 
Opal card was introduced, international students 
could buy a MyMulti pass that provided a 
discount of up to 35 per cent on 90-and 365-day 
tickets. Unfortunately, this discounted option was 
no longer available once the Opal card scheme 
was introduced.  International students in NSW 
are only entitled to a full adult Opal fare. 

International students are less likely than 
Australian students to own a vehicle.  Offering 
equal travel concessions would provide benefits, 
such as:

•    improving safety for students who walk home 
late at night to save on transport costs, putting 
them in potentially unsafe situations

•    enabling students to study at a regional 
university and travel to a nearby metropolitan 
area for work

•    reduce congestion on the road network and 
encourage the use of the public transport 
network. 

Travel concessions would also 
have flow-on effects for the 
economy. For example, in NSW, 
fees paid by students from 
China, India and Nepal almost 
matched those of domestic 
students in 2019.23

If NSW offered international students travel 
concessions that matched those of domestic 
students, it would:

•    encourage international students to consider 
studying in NSW 

•    help to make the state a global leader in 
international education

•    improve the quality of the student experience

•    make NSW more attractive than other states 
that don’t offer a concession

•    improve economic activity in the state, 
due to more students travelling for food, 
entertainment and cultural events. 

20   https://transportnsw.info/tickets-opal/ticket-eligibility-concessions/child-student-concessions/tertiary-or-tafe-students 
21   https://www.ptv.vic.gov.au/tickets/myki/concessions-and-free-travel/children-and-students/international-students/ 
22    https://www.transport.nsw.gov.au/newsroom-and-events/media-releases/nsw-government-announces-travel-discounts-

for-international 
23    https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/overseas-students-generate-record-income-for-nsw-unis-then-covid-19-hit-

20200604-p54zg6.html 

https://www.aisa.education
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Provide safe and affordable 
accommodation 

Arriving in a foreign country with no friends 
or family support can be a difficult experience 
for anyone, let alone a young person moving 
overseas to study. Their vulnerability is 
often highlighted when they are seeking 
accommodation. More than half of Australia’s 
international students have been exploited by 
their landlords, says University of NSW Associate 
Professor Bassina Farbenblum, author of Living 
Precariously: Understanding International 
Students’ Housing Experiences in Australia. 

“Exploitation is thriving unchecked in the wild 
west of the share house market, and international 
students can’t avoid it simply by organising 
housing after they arrive in Australia,” she said.24 

Experiences of exploitation range from being 
expected to pay excessive amounts of rent 
upfront to overcrowding in single rooms, an 
overall lack of proper living conditions and 
unfair evictions.25 Many international students 
believe that landlords deliberately prey on their 
vulnerability and desperation for accommodation 
and have little regard for their wellbeing or 
needs.25 

University accommodation is an option for 
international students. However, rents often 
vastly exceed market rates. As a result, new 
international students are forced to look to the 
private rental market and, with no rental history 
or local references, often fall victim to rogue 
landlords. 

Governments take limited action and apply 
weak penalties.25 All states and territory need 
to overhaul the rental industry for international 
students as a matter of urgency. 

Additionally, Australian universities should offer 
accommodation at market rates – at least for the 
first year of an international student’s study. This 
would allow them to learn the rules relating to 
accommodation, network, build their confidence 
and establish a rental history, giving them 
reputable references. Most importantly, it would 
provide them with a safe and secure place to stay 
when they first arrive in Australia. 

24   https://www.sbs.com.au/news/international-student-exploitation-rife-in-australia-s-wild-west-rental-market 
25   https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-12-04/landlords-prey-on-international-students-in-australia:study/11759672 

More than half 
of Australia’s 
international 
students have 
been exploited  
by their landlords.

https://www.aisa.education
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Australia can continue to attract Asian 
international students by implementing strategies 
that address significant issues they face. 
These issues include workplace and housing 
exploitation, racism and travel concession on par 
with domestic students.

International students generate tens of billions of 
dollars in export income annually. Their presence 
also has huge flow-on effects to the economy, 
including supporting local jobs, wages and living 
standards. They contribute to industries such as 
tourism, construction, real estate, retail, insurance 
and financial services. In NSW alone they account 
for 32 per cent of fee revenues for Australian 
universities, compared to the 19 per cent that 
domestic students contribute.

Currently, Australia is in the top three destinations 
worldwide for international students. But 
disillusionment among students is threatening 
Australia’s position, which could come under 
growing pressure when the COVID-19 pandemic 
ends.

Strategies should address wage theft and 
underpayment. Opening up access to schemes 
such as the Australian Apprenticeship Support 
Network would make it easier for international 
students to find skilled employment. This will give 
them job security and access to the Fair Work 
Ombudsman if they need it.

Act now to secure the future

Governments also need to offer international 
students the same travel concessions afforded 
domestic students. This would increase their 
safety and enhance their mobility, which would 
benefit the economy as they spend more money 
while moving around for food, entertainment and 
cultural activities.

Finally, governments need to protect international 
students from exploitation by rogue landlords. 
This would end students’ paying excessive 
rents, living in overcrowded conditions, and 
facing unfair evictions. Additionally, Australian 
universities should offer accommodation at 
market rates – at least for the first year of an 
international student’s study.

Acting now on the above 
strategies will protect Australia’s 
position as a leading tertiary 
education destination – 
especially for Asian students 
– and will increase the nation’s 
appeal when the pandemic ends.
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