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The 2017 Survey
Sodexo has provided catering, accommodation and facilities management services to the higher education
sector for nearly 50 years and partners with more than 1,000 universities in 32 countries. As a strategic
partner to our university clients we focus on improving student experience through integrated services that
promote quality of life.
Sodexo has conducted a UK University Lifestyle Survey biennially since April 2004, identifying and
tracking trends in key non-academic areas of university life as experienced by undergraduate students. For
the

higher education sector, we have conducted

the survey on a worldwide basis, polling over 4,000 students in six countries around the world (China, India,
Italy, Spain, the UK and the USA).
The survey tracks the student journey, from pre-arrival, to arrival, living and departure, providing us with
valuable insight which enables us to provide better services.
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INTRODUCTION

Introduction
What de nes today’s students? What are their aspirations and expectations, what
are their preoccupations and concerns, and what makes a successful university
experience for them?
To understand what drives this, it is critical we continuously listen, explore best-practices
worldwide and share the insights with everyone who can impact the student experience. That
way, we can work together to enhance every step of the students’ journey – from the choice of
their university, to their arrival and assimilation on campus, and on to their departure into the
professional world.
More than 5 million students study outside their home countries. That is double the 2.1 million
who did so in 2000 and more than triple the number from 1990. In this increasingly competitive
and global higher education market, it is vital that universities, and indeed their partners, apply
global insight and intelligence.
lp us do just that. We have
connected with more than 4,000 students in six countries in three continents on all aspects of
student life.
The results are fascinating. Some issues and experiences unite students across the globe. Faced
with higher fees and an ever uncertain job market upon graduation, students are universally more
a concern about getting ‘value
for money’ pervade.
On the other hand, national and cultural diﬀerences mean that the experiences and expectations
of students in diﬀerent markets vary widely. When choosing a university, US students consider
UK students are more focused
on services that will facilitate their social and extra-curricular life; whilst for career-focused Indian
students, the IT, library and study facilities are critical deciding factors.
en the physical and digital on
campus, which is having a profound impact on universities. As you might expect, we found that
Wi-Fi is the service students in every country considered most important to them. That said, the
physical environment is still vital in students’ choices of university and campus-style universities
are widely popular.
Today and tomorrow, not only universities, but the whole society (parents, public authorities,)
will need to work together to remove the mental and economic stresses from students and to
co-create, with them - because they clearly want to be able to voice their opinions - a learning
environment that can keep up with their generation’s expectations.
Sodexo partners with more than 1,000 universities in 32 countries. Our services contribute
directly to students’ quality of life and ensure they have a successful experience on campus. We
established this survey to ensure we continually expand and adapt our services to meet students’
needs. By sharing the results, we aim to help everyone understand and enhance to serve today’s
global student journey.
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STUDENTS TODAY

Who are students today?

Student quality of life
Globally, students tend to have medium stress levels, medium levels of wellbeing, and
medium to high quality living arrangements. This is a qualitative view of the three aspects
of students’ quality of life.

Five types of students

Stress

Wellbeing

Living arrangements

High

Medium

Healthy
and ethical

Sensible
They care about
their studies and
grades, and are
more focussed
on day to day
essentials in their
accommodation
than social extras.

They care about
the food they
eat and how it is
sourced. Eating
healthily well be
on their mind,
as will their
university’s ethics
and impact on the
environment.

Money
conscious
Money is a big
concern, whether
day to day living
costs or longergraduation. They
may cut down on
their social life and
transport to
save money.

Home
comforts

Career
focused

Living at home is
the main factor
in their university
choice. They retain
support from their
parents, have
lower living costs,
and may return
home to eat during
the day.

Their ability to
nd and get a
job will be one
of their major
worries. They’re
likely to use career
services, know
what career they
want, and have
already made
steps to get it.

Low
GLOBAL

CHINA

INDIA

ITALY

SPAIN

UK

US

2017 Survey respondents

UK
US

SPAIN

500

1008

4027
STUDENTS

53%
male

1005
ITALY

507

INDIA

505

CHINA

502

47%

female

Aged

18 to 25
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Chinese regional findings
A record-breaking 8 million
students will graduate in
China this year, the result of
a government programme
which has seen numbers rise
dramatically since 1997.
This means many are the

work for the gaokao. There is
also growing competition in the
workplace: although graduate
unemployment levels have
remained relatively stable,
careers preparation and work
skills can help give students the
edge in getting the right job.
These factors aﬀect the
experience of our students in
many ways.
Chinese students are more
anxious about getting a job than
countries surveyed. Unlike many
other students, though, they
help themselves – almost threequarters had done an internship
which will help them in their
planned career.
When choosing where to

study, they are most likely to
listen to the advice of parents
and teachers than any other
nationality. They look for a
campus university, and facilities
supporting social lives and
convenient living.
They are far likelier to study
in the university library than
any other nation – probably
because they tend to share
busy dorm rooms during their
undergraduate years.
Chinese students are less
likely to drop out than any other
the amount of hard work it
took to get into university in
best attendance at classes and
lectures.
Chinese universities score
well with their students on a
couple of important measures.
Over 8 out of 10 said they were
welcoming to new students,
compared to just over half
overall. They are also the likeliest
to think their university is good
value for money.

Chinese
students: their
university
journey
Choosing where
to study
How do students select their
college or university? For students
in China, the most important
factors were good transport, being
able to live away from home, and
low living costs: all rated more
important than the global average.
The deciding factor for Chinese
students is whether the university
is a campus one – they were
twice as likely to say this as
undergraduates from any other
country surveyed. Half the
students said the campus was
a major factor in their decisionmaking, while another 22 per cent
wanted to live on campus.Twoenvironment and layout – again
higher than the global average.

Libraries, clubs,
catering, sporting
clubs: what university
facilities are important
to aspiring Chinese
students?
Chinese students are much
more likely to live on campus
throughout their degree than
colleagues in other countries.
They are far more likely than
others to look for good catering
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and shopping on campus – 30
per cent (18 per cent globally)
and 36 per cent look for an
active social life and good social
facilities, compared with just
under a third globally.
Higher than average numbers
of Chinese students – 43
per cent – considered study
facilities such as the library
when choosing a university.
This is likely to be driven by
the tradition of shared dorms,
which may not be conducive
to concentration, and a culture
of studying for long hours.
They were also slightly more
likely than average to look for
good links for work experience,
mentioned by just under a third.

Rank,
recommendation
or reputation?
89 per cent of Chinese students
said the university’s reputation
and ranking was the most
important factor in their
decision-making. The next most
common answer was a friendly
atmosphere (87 per cent).
Chinese students were far
likelier than average to listen to
teachers (77 per cent) or parents
(72 per cent) when choosing a
university. They were more likely
to listen to friends, too, and less
likely to rate their own internet
research as important.

First weeks as
a student
The most difficult thing for
Chinese students to overcome
in their first month as an
undergraduate was moving to
a new area, closely followed
by adjusting to new teaching
methods and workload, and then
increased independence.
Chinese students were twice

be on saving transport costs by
walking, or not going out with
friends.

Chinese students
work hard
The standout statistic is that
just five per cent of Chinese
undergraduates had considered
dropping out of university,
compared to around a third in
the survey overall. Mental health
problems were the most common
reason, cited by almost half.

81%
89%

of Chinese
students
said the
university’s
reputation
and ranking
was the
most
important
factor
in their
decisionmaking

as likely than average to have
struggled with moving area
(20 per cent), perhaps because
they were much more likely
to leave home and live on
campus. Dealing with increased
independence was also trickier
for Chinese students than the
average – 15 per cent compared
with 10 per cent – but they coped
better with making new friends.
Chinese students were much
likelier than others to say their
university was welcoming:
84 per cent agreed with this,
compared to an average of 54
per cent.

Student living
Chinese students were much
more likely to live in university
accommodation than those in
other countries: 81 per cent,
compared to 33 per cent.
Chinese students are likelier
to have ensuite bathrooms
– probably because they are
likely to live in purpose-built
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dorms – but less likely to have
wi-fi. Though wi-fi was rated the
most important service, it was
prioritised by just 48 per cent
of Chinese students, compared
with the average of 76 per cent.
This may reflect larger personal
data contracts in China, or that
students are less likely to study
in their rooms.

Money
When it comes to money,
Chinese students appear to be
among the most fortunate in the
world. Just under two thirds have
a scholarship, almost double the
average. 80 per cent said they
could have afforded their studies
without a scholarship – again, by
far the highest in our survey.
They were least likely to worry
about day-to-day finances – just
29 per cent were, outnumbered
by the 34 per cent who were
not, and they were least likely to
have attempted to economise.
If they had, it was most likely to

of Chinese
students live
in university
accommodation

Perhaps Chinese students had
studied so hard, and for so long,
to enter university that they are
used to overcoming difficulties.
Like American students, they
are the least likely to miss
lectures (58 per cent don’t miss
any) or cut classes or seminars
(they miss 0.7 each week).
Chinese students are around
half as likely to study in their
rooms as the global average, but
far more likely to attend to their
books in the library.

Skills, support
and worries
Though Chinese students are
among the happiest and most
relaxed in the study, they did
have some concerns. Two thirds
worried about their ability to get
a job, above the global average,
and 63 per cent about finding a
job after graduation. This was
their biggest worry, which may
reflect the competitiveness of the
job market.
Students were slightly less
worried than average about

balancing academic, work and
social lives, and also about
getting the degree class they
wanted – most likely because
they were used to working very
hard.
Chinese students are the
most likely in the world to think
their university will support
them: around three-quarters
expected help with studies and
living arrangements, and around
two-thirds with employability
or health/mental health issues.
Over half expected help with
social lives, and 44 per cent with
finances. These are much higher
than the global average, perhaps
reflecting a more supportive
environment in Chinese
universities.
This may also explain why
two thirds of Chinese students
believe their university offers
value for money, making them
the most satisfied students in
the world.
Asked what additional adult
skills they would like to learn,
money management was more
important in China than the
average, as were study skills.

Eating and relaxing
n Chinese students sleep the longest, with 43 per

cent getting 8 hours a night.
n They are more likely than average to think
eating healthily is “essential”. They are far more
likely than the average to expect low-calorie, fair
trade, locally sourced or sustainable produce to
be served on campus, and are most likely to pay
extra for these things.
n Chinese students are more likely to go to a
student union or bar to socialise than the
average – probably because they live on
campus, and are the likeliest to go to the cinema
or a sports match.

Graduation
and beyond
Third-year Chinese students
were the most likely to know
what career they want, and
also to have had an internship
which will help them get a job
after graduation, reflecting their
hard-working ethos and also
the competitive employment
market. More Chinese students
wanted advice on career paths
rather than writing CVs or
finding internships than other
nationalities.
A third of Chinese students
were more worried about getting
a high salary than those in other
countries.

“Chinese students are the
most likely in the world
to think their university
will support them”
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Global findings
1. Preparing
for university
If you thought students choose
where and what to study purely
on the basis of the most suitable
course, you’d be wrong. Cultural
differences were particularly
apparent in this area of the
survey, and while there are some
global factors, it’s clear that
different nations have their own
norms.
Outside academic
considerations, deciding factors
for students ranged from being
able to live in the family home
(Spain and Italy), the availability
of financial support (in the US),
to having a good impression
from campus tours (UK). Study
facilities were important to
everyone – but a deciding factor
for Indian students – while
Chinese students were most
likely to choose a university with
a campus.

Almost a third wanted a
university the perfect distance
from home: too far away to
commute, but close enough
to visit.
Finances were also an
important consideration. Just
under a third (30 percent) of
undergraduates were swayed by
student accommodation costs,
with 28 percent checking the
cost of living. Almost a quarter
(22 percent) had factored in the
opportunity for part-time jobs,
rising to 30 percent in the US and
36 percent in India.

What is the
perfect university?
The top three factors, each
mentioned by over a third of
students, are that it’s a campus
university, offers an 'attractive

Open days
Over half of the UK students said campus
visits/campus tours were important in helping
them choose a university – significantly above
the global average. Campus visits and tours
are a significant element in the UK application
process: universities run them in June and
September and often at other times as well.
As student numbers have risen dramatically,
universities no longer routinely interview
applicants before offering places.
Visiting the campus is a good way for students
and their parents to see the university and
the department and ask questions, as well as
get a feel for the local area. When students
visit a perspective
campus, it is also a
valuable marketing
opportunity for
universities in a
competitive market.

Where is the
perfect university?
For most aspiring students, it’s
close to good road, rail or air
services. Overall, 41 percent of
students said transportation
links to their chosen university
were the most important
factor, rising to 51 percent in
Italy and 43 percent in Spain.
Interestingly, students in these
two nations are more likely than
any other to remain at home
while studying.
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environment', and gives 'a
good impression from open
days'. Just under a third were
swayed by the quality of student
accommodation, or being in a city.
But these overall trends
disguise large cultural differences.
Half of Chinese students consider
universities with campuses,
closely followed by US students.
By contrast, Italian students
are most likely to select city
universities.
Spanish students, who were
more likely to remain in the
family home, were less likely to
consider any of these factors
than other students: they are
most interested in location.

38%

of students took
IT, library and
study facilities in
to account when
choosing their
university

What university
services do students
value most?
Students prioritize both good study
facilities and a good social life.
Almost 40 percent prioritize
libraries, computer availability
and places to study, followed
by good social facilities and
an active social life for around
a third. That’s social life, not
sporting life: just 16 percent look
for sport facilities, around the
same proportion of those seeking
societies and clubs and slightly
less than those swayed by oncampus dining and shops.
The other priority is planning
for the future and avoiding debt,
unsurprisingly, since there is a
very competitive jobs market for
graduates in these six nations,
who may also need to consider
Masters’ qualifications or

GLOBAL FINDINGS

internships to enter their chosen
career field. Almost a third of
students look for universities
with financial aid in terms of
grants or scholarships while
strong industry or business links
and career advice are each valued
by around a quarter.
Major cultural differences are
apparent in this part of the survey.
n American students, whose fees
can vary a great deal, are more
swayed by the availability of
financial support (46 percent)
and careers advice (30 percent)
than others.
n Indian students are also
focused on achievement and
career, with 54 percent looking
at study facilities and over 40
percent keen on career advice.
n UK students are more
interested in their social lives
than other nationalities,
with 38 percent considering
universities’ social facilities
and 32 percent societies and
clubs.
n Chinese students are likeliest
to think about university
dining (30 percent) and their
social life (36 percent): not
surprisingly, as they tend to
live on campus throughout
their studies.
n Italian and Spanish students
are least likely to consider
on-campus facilities – because
they are more likely to remain
in the family home.

Rank, reputation or
recommendations:
what sells
universities to
students?
As universities have become
global players and students
travel - sometimes across
the world - to study, national
and international rankings
have become increasingly

14 The Sodexo International University Lifestyle Survey, 2017

Does going to university
mean leaving home?
It depends where you live. In Spain and Italy, 44 percent of
students considered living at home, as did 35 percent of
Indian students. Undergraduates in the UK, US and China
are more likely to move away from home: this means they
look more carefully at the costs of student accommodation,
food and transportation and may consider a university close
enough for easy parental support.

Services students considered when
deciding between universities
A friendly
atmosphere
is really
important to
students

important. But how do they rate
as an information source for
prospective students?
A friendly atmosphere is
the most important of these
'soft' factors, mentioned by 78
percent of the students – and
even higher numbers in the US
and the UK. Reputation and
ranking is just behind, mentioned
by around three-quarters.
Internet research was
important for almost threequarters, ahead of advice from
parents (62 percent), teachers
(57 percent) and friends (49
percent).
However, there are cultural
differences here: Indian and

Chinese students, who are likely
to be funded by their parents,
are more likely to consider advice
from them too (83 percent in
India, 72 percent in China).
Teachers were even more
influential, with their advice taken
by 86 percent of Indian students
and 77 percent of Chinese.
Reputation and ranking was also
most important in these nations,
mentioned by around 90 percent
of students.
Around 50 percent listened to
advice from friends: a quarter of
UK and Spanish students thought
it was unimportant, although
almost 70 percent of Indian
students thought it useful.

1
2
3
4

86%

of students
in India
listened to
advice from
teachers

5
6
7
8

IT/library/study facilities 38%
Active social life/good social facilities 32%
Financial support available 29%
Good links to business or other organisations for
work experience/internships 27%
Careers advice/support 24%
Good catering and retail facilities on campus 18%
Societies and clubs 17%
Good sporting facilities 16%
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2. Arriving
at university
You’re welcome?

Overall, how welcoming is your
university to new students?
CHINA

84%
INDIA

52%
SPAIN

45%

UK

56%
US

51%
ITALY

39%

For most students, the first
month at university is a huge and
challenging jump into adult life.
All students are adjusting
to new teaching methods,
independent learning, and the
need to keep on top of their
workload. For those who have
moved out of the family home,
they also need to make new
friends, learn how to budget,
and prepare meals and do their
own laundry.
In practical terms, good
university facilities – good
food, well-equipped student
accommodation – are really
important. And so is feeling
welcome.
Just over half of our students
thought their university was
welcoming to new students,
with satisfaction peaking at
84 percent in China and at its
lowest (39 percent) in Italy. Indian
students were more split, 40
percent found their university
unwelcoming and 52 percent
welcoming.
The student welcome wasn’t
perceived as equal: the survey
found different nationalities and
ethnicities were more generally
accepted by universities than
different sexual orientations or
gender identities. Two-thirds
thought their university welcomed
different races or nationalities,
compared with just under 60
percent for different sexual
orientations or gender identities.
As always, there were national
differences. Almost 70 percent
of the UK students thought
their universities welcomed
undergraduates with different
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sexual orientations or gender
identities, followed by the US on
61 percent. China was the most
welcoming overall, except around
sexuality.
Perception of welcome went
beyond helping students in those
vital first few weeks: it was also
linked to whether or not they
were satisfied with the value
for money they were getting.
This supports the idea that
universities, together with their
service providers, can improve
their reputation by actively
targeting and improving the
student experience.

University challenges
What are the biggest challenges
of the first weeks as a student?
Adjusting to new teaching
methods and workload was top
of the list, rated as the most
difficult transition for 22 percent
of students and in the top two
for every nationality. Although
some universities have become
increasingly mindful of this as
higher education expands to a
wider group of students, this
research suggests they could do
a lot more.

22%

in their top worries, compared
with 13 percent overall. Part of
the explanation for this may
lie in the fact that Spanish and
Italian students are likelier to be
living in the family home and
may be studying alongside old
friends doing the same thing, so
avoiding many of the lifestyle
adjustments experienced by
undergraduates in other parts of
the world.
Beyond work and friendships,
there was a wide spread of
challenges experienced by
around a tenth of students:
increased independence and
responsibility, moving to a
new area, getting to know the
university and budgeting.
Making healthy lifestyle choices
was the biggest challenge for
just five percent, while only
three percent found cooking
the biggest struggle, perhaps

because first-year students are
almost always placed in student
accommodations with dining
services. Again, there are clear
cultural differences.
n UK students were likeliest to
report struggling with making
new friends – mentioned by 27
percent, which is consistent
with to why UK students think
universities having a ‘friendly
atmosphere’ is so important.
Indian students are a full ten
percentage points behind on
this score.
n American students were
most likely to find budgeting
and increased independence
challenging, cited by 12 and
13 percent.
n One in five Chinese students
found moving to a new area
the hardest part of their early
university life, 19 percent
said it was adjusting to new

27%
of UK
students
struggle to
make new
friends

teaching methods and workload,
with 15 percent experiencing
problems with their new-found
independence.

Student living: dorm,
private room – or
family bedroom?
Thanks to movies and TV, everyone
is familiar with the stereotypical
American college student
experience of sharing a double
dorm room with a stranger– but
how does that compare with the
rest of the world?
Our survey shows this picture
isn’t even universal for the US.
Almost a third of our students
still live at home – including around
a third of American and Indian
students. A fifth – most commonly
those in the UK – are in privatelyrented apartments and houses.
A third were in university-

find adjusting
to new teaching
methods and
workloads is the
biggest challenge

Spanish and Italian students
were most challenged by the
upshift to university-level work,
with around a third in each
country finding new teaching
methods difficult. They also
found it more difficult than
the average to settle into
their studies, with 18 percent
of Italians and 16 percent of
Spanish students citing this

“Spanish and Italian
students were most
challenged by the upshift
to university-level work”
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The wi-fi generation

run student accommodation,
split pretty evenly between
apartments/resident halls with
dining facilities, with a smaller
number in off-campus rooms.
And almost ten percent live in an
apartment or house which they
or their family own.

31%

of all students
(almost a third)
live at home with
parents or family

Who pays for student
accommodation?
Globally, parents: they pay
for 53 percent overall, in
comparison to the 17 percent of
students who pay themselves.
A major exception is the UK,
where 40 percent have their
accommodation paid for via a
loan, although 32 percent rely
on parents to pay. In America,
where it is more common to save
for college, 31 percent of the
students pay their own rent, with
21 percent covered by a grant or
student loan.

What facilities do
students have in their
accommodation?
Day-to-day essentials dominate
the facilities students enjoy at
universities across the world
with wi-fi, a laundry service and
security the top three. Seventysix percent have wi-fi, 62 percent
a laundry facility and 58 percent
security services.
Considering students go to
university to learn and study,
it is intriguing that study
space comes in fourth (at 53
percent) which would suggest
there is room for improvement,
especially because, when asked
to rank the importance of the

facilities provided, study space is
cited as the third most important
by students in Italy, India, Spain
and China.
Just under half have a cleaning
service, and this is most common
in India and the UK.
Around 40 percent of the
students said they had en-suite
facilities. A similar number
had access to a vending
machine – although, perhaps
not surprisingly, in America 70
percent of students have access
to a food or drink machine.
Student accommodation in
America and India has the widest
variety of services, followed by
the UK.
With only 37 percent providing
a 24/7 helpdesk, this would
appear to be another area for
significant improvement.

18 The Sodexo International University Lifestyle Survey, 2017

Home comforts
n Over half of the Spanish and Italian students were

living in their family home (55 and 56 percent).

Given that today’s university
student has grown up in a digital
age, it’s no surprise that access
to wi-fi is the highest priority for
this generation.
However, it is perhaps
surprising that in three of the
countries surveyed there wasn’t
more importance placed on it.
In our survey, the importance
of wi-fi was greatest amongst
the Spanish (86 percent),
followed by the UK on 79
percent, and the US on 73
percent, but for Chinese, Indian
and Italian students the figure is
around the 50 percent mark.
Nevertheless, service providers
must keep abreast of the world of
connectivity to ensure they are
keeping pace with developments.
As we’ve already seen,
students put great weight on
their internet research when
choosing where to study. They
also routinely make purchases
online, stream music and video
and are likely to carry out
some element of their studies
online, whether researching,
communicating with university
departments or storing work in
cloud services.

At a practical service
level, for instance in student
accommodation, it enables
real-time online reporting
and tracking of issues like
maintenance or making
arrangements for social
activities.

Which accommodation services do
students consider most important?

Security

Wi-fi

1 64%

2 29%

Money worries?
Getting a university education is
never an inexpensive proposition.
Over a third (36 percent) of
students surveyed are supported
by a scholarship, and almost half
said they could not have afforded
to study without it, rising to
58 percent in the US. Almost a
third of Spanish and a quarter
of Italian students were unsure
as to whether they could afford
university without a scholarship.
The highest proportion of
scholarships was in China, (63
percent), followed by Spain (46
percent), the US (42 percent) and
India (35 percent).
China also tops the list of
students most likely to afford
university without a scholarship
– 81 percent – followed by the
UK (68 percent, where most
students are eligible for state
loans) and India (52 percent).

3

5

Launderette

29%

4 Ensuite
facilities

Study
space

26%

27%

6 service

Cleaning

14%

n Chinese students were most likely to live in

university accommodation, (73% did sometimes
because it is mandatory). Around 28 percent
cook for themselves in halls or flats/houses,
while 18 percent have access to dining facilities.
n UK students are the most likely to live in

privately-rented homes – almost a third do this
– but only after a first year in university housing.
This can mean more adjustments in their second
year of university, and pressure to find friends to
share homes with early in their second term.

“Globally, parents pay
for accommodation for 53
percent of students overall,
followed by 17 percent paid
for by students themselves”
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3. Student life:
how are they
coping?
Our survey paints a very mixed
picture of student life.
The majority of undergraduates
are happy with their lives,
their studies and their student
accommodation. But just under
a third have considered dropping
out of their course, of whom
virtually half were for studyrelated reasons, 34 percent for
health/mental health problems,
and 31 percent on financial
grounds.
Students have a lot of
anxieties. Around half worry
about getting a job in their
field or getting a job at all,
with concerns about balancing
academic, social and work
commitments.
Around two-fifths worry
about their academic workload
and getting their target
degree classification, a similar
proportion are worried about
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their day to day finances, while
around a third are lonely. Postgraduate debts keep a quarter
awake at night, while 20 percent
were homesick.
Some countries in our survey
have noted rising levels of stress
among school and university
students.
Half of our students said they
wanted to learn how to deal
with stress, while another third
wanted to learn mindfulness.
Time and money management,
career preparedness and study
skills were also mentioned as
desirable skills by almost half.
Careers services in particular
could support students by
increasing confidence in their
skills by being more proactive
about providing interview and
other training. More support with
money management might also
be welcome.
Asked in what ways
universities could help them,
three-fifths of students
mentioned studying, closely
followed by employability and/or
job opportunities.

The majority
of students
are happy
with their
lives and
studies

Business and local community
initiatives can be beneficial both
from a development perspective
and by helping to reduce
stress, for example internship
opportunities and volunteer
opportunities – things that
provide students with an escape
for a portion of time and an
opportunity to do good.
Living arrangements, finances
and social life were cited by
around a third of students as
areas in which their university
might provide support.

30%

of students
globally have
considered
dropping out

Responses in the survey
implied that significant numbers
of students are unaware of
the services universities are
providing which would indicate
there is an opportunity for better
communication.
Students who feel supported
are more likely to make the most
of their studies and succeed in
their chosen careers. They will
also rank their university higher
on quality of life, value for
money and satisfaction, which
in turn will help to improve the
university’s reputation.

How satisfied are
students?
Overall, 73 percent of students
are satisfied with their lives, and
65 percent satisfied with their
studies.
Satisfaction levels peak in
India, where around 80 percent
of students are happy with
their lives, studies and living
arrangements.
By contrast, Spanish and
Italian students are least happy:

Satisfaction with life

Number of students who have considered
dropping out of university

India

82%

China

76%

5%

20%

33%

35%

36%

37%

UK

75%

China

India

Spain

US

Italy

UK

US

73%

Spain

70%

Italy

62%

Why don’t Chinese students think about dropping out?
Getting into college isn’t easy anywhere, but it is exceptionally difficult in
China. The end of school is marked with the national gaokao exam (National
Higher Education Entrance Examination), a three-day event which determines
a university place. Top Chinese universities can select as few as one in 50,000
students1.
This suggests that Chinese students would be far less likely to consider
dropping out after the years of work which had won them the place. Five percent
of Chinese students interviewed for our survey had thought about dropping out
and, significantly, almost half cited physical or mental health concerns.

just over half are satisfied
with their studies and around
65 percent with their living
arrangements, but this could
be because they are primarily
choosing universities based on
location (so they can continue
living at home) rather than
reputation or field of study.

56%

and just under a third finances.
Students in Europe and the US
were likeliest to have thought
about dropping out, with just
over a third having considered
it. In India the figure was 20
percent: in China, just five
percent.
Study-related problems were
the most common trigger for
students in Spain (66 percent),
Italy (57 percent), the UK (51
percent) and India (46 percent),
while mental health problems
were cited by just over two-fifths
in the UK, US and China.
Financial concerns were the
biggest factor behind American
students considering dropping
out of college, with 49 percent
citing this reason.
These troubling findings
suggest that universities could

of students
in the US
are worried
about
getting a
job after
graduation

Who has thought
about dropping out –
and why?
Globally, 30 percent of students
have considered dropping out of
university – but their reasons for
doing so vary.
Although many have financial
worries, this is not the main
reason. Just under half blame
study-related problems, a third
their health or mental health,
1
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do more to help students adjust
to their studies, and that it is
vital that they have easy access
to support services and health
care covering both mental and
physical concerns.

What worries
students?
Jobs and studies are the major
concerns. Students had two
separate worries about postgraduation job-hunting: whether
they would find a job in their
field of study, and secure the
position. There was an even
split on this: American, Indian
and Italian students were more
worried about finding a job, while
Chinese, Spanish and British
students were more worried
about their ability to get a job.

www.theguardian.com/world/2016/oct/12/gaokao-china-toughest-school-exam-in-world
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How do students
save money?
Almost 90 percent of students
had economized in some way:
Not going out with friends was the
most common; over half said this.
The next most popular method
was walking instead of paying
for transport: almost 60 percent
of British students had done
this, the highest proportion in
our survey.Turning oﬀ central
heating was also mentioned by
around 20 percent of students in
the US, UK and Spain.
A fifth of students in Spain
and China, and 14 percent in
Italy, said they had never tried to
economize.

How students have saved money at university
Not gone
out with
friends

56%

Walked instead
of paying for
transport

46%

Skipped
a meal

26%

Chinese students were more
likely to have these concerns,
which may refiect a dearth of
white-collar jobs available to
them.
Italian and Spanish students
worry more about their workload
(mentioned by 51 percent in
Italy and 61 percent in Spain),
while almost 60 percent of UK
students were worried about
getting their target degree class.

What about money?

Compared to other diﬃculties,
financial worries were less
important to our students, but
a direct question about money
revealed that two-fifths of

23%

Not purchased
course materials

Not taken
part in a
hobby

Universities: contact
time, support and
value for money

33%

Not turned
on the
heating

19%

students were concerned about
day-to-day finances.
Students in India, the US and
Italy were most worried about
their day-to-day finances. UK
and Chinese students were
least concerned.
American students were
more likely to worry about
money than others, with more
than 40 percent concerned
about debt at graduation and
day-to-day money worries.
They were most likely to try
to spend less. By contrast, UK
students worried the least,
despite the fact they will leave
university with the highest
debts.
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70%
are happy
with the
amount
of contact
time they
have with
lecturers
and tutors

Since students and their families
are generally paying for their
university education, they are
increasingly looking at contact
hours – lectures, seminars and
tutorials – and value for money.
The good news for universities
is that 70 percent of students are
happy with the amount of
contact time they have with
their lecturers and tutors – but
it varies from nation to nation.
Just 37 percent of Spanish
students think they get enough
time, compared with 87 percent
in India.
Interestingly, Indian students
are also likeliest to miss lectures,
seminars or classes, cutting 2.7
a week. Just 11 percent attend
every one.
The best attenders are
American and Chinese students,
who on average miss less than
one class per week. Lectures
are least likely to be missed by
Spanish, American or Chinese
students.

Students are happy with
contact time, but what about
the support they get? As already
touched on, students expect
to get most support with their
coursework (62 percent) and
employment opportunities
(55 percent). They least expect
help with social life and current
finances (both mentioned by
around a third).

47%

of students think
they get value
for money from
their university

Students in India and China
are likeliest to think they will
be supported in all areas, in
contrast to Spain and Italy where
students think they are far
less likely to get any help. This
diﬀerence might be explained by
the diﬀerent living arrangements
for these nations: Chinese
students in particular tend to live
and work on campus and may
know more about what’s oﬀered,
whereas a significant proportion
of Italian and Spanish students
travel daily to university from
their family home.
There is less good news for
universities on value for money:
less than half of students (47
percent) think they get this: 19
percent don’t, with satisfaction
levels ranging from 67 percent in
China to 29 percent in Spain.
Just over half the students in
India and the US think they get
value for money, compared with
42 percent in the UK and 37
percent in Italy.
How students perceive value
for money clearly varies and
should perhaps be viewed
through the quality of life lens.
The results from Spain and
Italy are a clear demonstration
that the price of university isn’t

the deciding factor in terms of
satisfaction as students pay less
for university in these countries..
Low satisfaction levels may
instead indicate a poorer quality
of life, so universities might want
to look deeper into these aspects
to help increase satisfaction levels.

Studying, sleeping
– what else do
students do at
university?
Wild hedonism is not the picture
which emerges from our student
interviews.
What does is that the 21st
century student is sensible,
healthy, ethical, moneyconscious, a lover of home
comforts and career-focused.
That’s not to say the typical
21st century student doesn’t
like socializing with friends
over food, eats well, and gets a
reasonable amount of sleep and
exercise.
Overall, the most popular

Extra-curricular skills
University life is about the transition to adulthood,
and students want to learn skills beyond their
course. But which ones?

Half of students want to learn to
deal with stress, and 29 percent
would like mindfulness classes.
Money/time management would
be popular with almost half
of students, as would tips on
writing resumes/CVs, and career
preparedness and study skills.
A third want to learn to cook.

11 percent want to learn how
to do their laundry.
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activities are eating out (81
percent), socializing in their
home or that of a friend (78
percent), and going to a café (71
percent).
Least popular are going
clubbing (36 percent), going to
a sports match (34 percent),
or going to a gig/concert (29
percent). Indian and Chinese
students are more likely to visit
the movies or to go to a sports
match.
Indian students engage in
activities more frequently.
Across all countries, students
socialize once a week, on
average.
Chinese students are more
likely to visit their student union
bar than others (over 90 percent)
while Italian, Spanish and UK
students are far more likely to
spend time in a pub or bar not
owned by their university. Again,
this difference may be explained
by the likelihood that Chinese
students live on campus and the
other nationalities do not.

Where do students
eat, and what type of
meal is it?
It is not surprising that where
and what students eat varies
according to culture and
facilities.
Our survey revealed a global
average of less than half of
students eat lunch on campus
at a university restaurant, café
or shop. This would seem to
indicate universities have an
opportunity to make dining
options on campus more
enticing.
Perhaps the Chinese model is
one for others to aspire to?
Chinese students are much
more likely to buy lunch than
make it themselves, with 82
percent of them eating on
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campus, 71 percent paying cash
in dining halls and 52 percent
in off-campus bars, cafés or
restaurants. Just six percent of
Chinese students eat a packed
lunch off campus, rising to nine
percent eating one off-campus.
Spanish students are most likely
to have a meal in their family
home (59 percent), likewise with
Indian students (49 percent).
Americans prefer going off
campus for lunch compared to
others, with 46 percent eating
either a packed lunch or heading
to a restaurant or café.
UK students are mostly likely
to make their own lunch and eat
it in their home.

Fries or salad?

One might assume student
attitudes towards healthy eating
reflect their respective nation’s
approach to the subject.
After all, there is clearly no
lack of awareness about the
benefits of healthy eating but
perhaps food service providers
could be more specific about the
nutritious benefits of different
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31%
of Italian
students
would pay
more for
locally
sourced
foods

types of meal options to help
young people to make the right
decisions.
In higher education
establishments around the world,
Sodexo has provided expert
guidance to students on how to
cook healthily on a budget, and
doubtless those opportunities
could be extended.
Our survey revealed half of
students know they should
eat healthily but take a flexible
approach, while a third say it is
“essential” to eat well. Over half
of Indian and Chinese students
fall into this category, while just
over half of students in the other
countries are more likely to try
to eat healthily but don’t let it
dictate their lives.
Just under 20 percent of
students in the US and UK know
they should eat healthily – but
don’t.
Around 44 percent of students
expect to find low calorie, freefrom and vegan or vegetarian
food in university dining outlets
and shops.
The UK and India are more likely

to expect vegan and vegetarian
options, while American students
want salad bars and Spanish
students free-from dishes.
Chinese students are far more
likely to look for low calorie,
fair trade, locally sourced and
sustainable food: well over half
expect these options.
Just under a third of students
would pay more for fair trade/
ethically sourced food – and just
under a third wouldn’t.
Chinese students are more likely
to pay extra for these types of
food and low calorie dishes, while
Indian students would pay more
for vegetarian or vegan options or
a salad bar, and Italian students
for locally-sourced foods.
British students are least likely
to pay extra for any of these
types of food (40 percent), with
a third of Spanish and American
students also unwilling to pay a
premium. This might relate to the
prevailing food culture in these
nations, as well as heightened
student money worries in the US.

Students want their
voices to be heard

ethical business practices.
Twenty-eight percent would be
prepared to turn their thoughts
into deeds and pay more for fair
trade/ethically-sourced food.

72%

think it's
important their
university uses
clean energy

Slightly fewer (68 percent)
rated reducing food waste
as important and 66 percent
mentioned involvement with
the local community.
Chinese and Indian students
are most passionate about
these things. 87 percent of
Indian students rated being
mindful of food waste as most
important.

Where do students work?
Almost 80 percent of students prefer to study in their rooms, with the second most
popular location being a university library. However, Chinese students are least likely
to work in their rooms, probably because university dorms in many universities
usually have multiple students sharing. Although there are desks in the dorms (used
by 43 percent of students), 80 percent of Chinese students head for a university
library to study. They are also more likely to choose a public library (35 percent), or a
communal study area. American students are the likeliest to study in a coffee shop,
but this is an option taken by just under 20 percent.
The differences highlighted may be cultural but also
suggest there is more work to be done by universities
and their service providers to establish students’
preferred types of study area. It is evident some
students prefer to study alone and others would rather
study in groups.

Students throughout the
world place great emphasis
on their university fostering
an environment in which their
opinions can be heard.
Our survey revealed that 83
percent felt this way and those
feeling most strongly about this
question were the Chinese, at 87
percent.

Which areas of
social conscience
do students rate as
most important?
Nearly three quarters (72
percent) of students said it
was important to use clean or
sustainable energy and have
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4. Graduation
and post
university life

Sleep and exercise
On average, our students
exercise for at least 30 minutes
3.4 times a week and sleep for
7.1 hours a night. Less than
20 percent exercise either twice
or three times a week, with 20
percent sleeping for either six
or seven hours a night, and just
under a third eight hours a night.
Indian students are most
active, exercising an average of
4.7 hours a week. By contrast,
Southern Europeans do around
2.7 hours a week. Just over 20
percent of Spanish students
claim not to exercise at all.
US students sleep the least,
with just 6.8 hours per night
while Chinese students get the
most, with 7.5 hours on average.
Only 24% of US students sleep 8
hours a night.

There appears to be little doubt
that today’s emerging graduates
are more serious and more
studious than their predecessors.
Largely, one can assume, much
of that can be attributed to
the significant cost involved
(particularly in the US and the
UK) in attaining qualifications to
stand them in good stead as they
prepare for the world of work.
The high level of investment
in their future success doubtless
infiuences the sensible approach
they have towards eating,
sleeping, exercising and studying
hard. Put simply, there is so
much riding on their academic
life now.
As we’ve already seen,
students are worried about
their future, and in particular
finding jobs and securing jobs.
The extent to which diﬀerent

Healthy eating, exercise and sleep

32

%
Globally
say it is essential
to eat healthily

19

Globally
%
of students
exercise three
times a week

32% of students

get seven hours
of sleep a night
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nationalities are worried about
these things varies.
Not far short of twice as many
Chinese students worry about
their ability to get a job after
university compared to their US
counterparts (67 percent v 38
percent).
How about the plans they
have? What preparations have
they made? What are their
dreams?
A high salary is important
to just a quarter of students
globally, less important than
getting into employment swiftly
or in an area that interests them
(the priority for over a third).
Working in a field which
interests them was the priority
for over half of Spanish students
and 42 percent in the UK.
Around a third of Chinese
and Italian students were more
focused on getting a high salary,
while moving into employment
quickly after graduating was
a top concern for over half of
Italian students and around 40
percent in India and the US.

UK students were least decided
or prepared, with 46 percent
knowing what they wanted to
do post-graduation and just
21 percent having done an
internship.
Careers: how can
universities help?
Just over half of students knew
what job they wanted to do, but
only 37 percent had done an
internship which would help.
Two-thirds of Indian and 60
percent of Chinese students
knew what job they wanted to
do. They had also done more
preparation, with 54 percent of
Indian and 67 percent of Chinese
students having completed an
internship.
Under a quarter had used their
university’s career services, half
were aware of it but hadn’t made
use of it, and 15 percent were
unaware of its existence.
What did they think the
careers service could do to help
them get a job? Providing job
or internship opportunities was
rated highest, mentioned by
almost half of students.
Indian and Chinese students
wanted advice on career paths,
while in the UK and Italy they
wanted help with writing
CVs/resumes and filling out
application forms. Students
in Spain and the US were keen
on advice and support with
applications.
The survey suggests that
universities could do more
to support students’ career
ambitions, both by widening the
support oﬀered and ensuring
students know what is available.
This would improve student
feedback and potentially
graduate employment rates,
both valuable elements of
university ratings.

Students who have done an internship

China

67%

India

54%

INTERNSHIP:

SKILLS
EXPERIENCE
PROFESSIONAL
CONNECTIONS

Spain

44%

Italy

34%

Methodology

US

28%

UK

21%

Global
average

37%

The research was carried out in
spring 2017 by YouthSight (www.
youthsight.com). 4,027 students
from six countries completed
questionnaires online. The sample
included 1,008 US students, 1005
from the UK, 507 from Italy, 500
from Spain, 505 from India and 502
from China, in all years of study.
There was a 50/50 gender split in all
countries except India where it was
70/30 male to female.
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