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About Study in the USA
For nearly 50 years, Study in the USA has helped international students explore educational opportunities in the United States 

and helped schools connect with students around the world. In 2027, we’ll mark our 50th anniversary. Today, we bring that 

experience to every partnership through student-centered content, multilingual school profiles, targeted outreach, and 

mobile-first strategies.

4.5M+
unique visitors to StudyUSA.com every year

800K+
social media followers worldwide

190+
countries & territories reached

Our mission: help international students find the gift of a U.S. education — and help your campus reach them.
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Students trust other students — two surveys agree

Peers help them decide
Prospective students interested in the 
U.S. say connecting with current 
international students is useful when 
deciding where to study.

QS International Student Survey

Above friends & family
A current student ambassador is their 
most helpful resource — ahead of 
friends & family (47%).

Intead + Unibuddy

Two surveys, one clear answer: students trust other students first — above websites, brochures, 
agents, even friends and family.

Source: QS International Student Survey; Intead + Unibuddy peer-to-peer study (57 countries).
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What the two surveys actually measured
QS International Student Survey
% who rated each “most useful” when choosing where to study

Current students 58%

Student stories 43%

Staff at fairs 40%

Virtual tours 29%

Intead 
% who rated each “most helpful” when deciding where to apply

Current Student  
ambassador

57%

Friends & family 47%

Students could choose more than one answer, so the numbers don’t add up to 100%. What matters is that student voices ranked highly in both surveys.

Sources: QS International Student Survey; Intead + Unibuddy (57 countries).

And it drives action:  up to 75% of students in Africa and Asia (71% 
in Europe) applied after chatting with a current ambassador.
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Where this starts

Students don’t choose the school with the best message.

They choose the one they believe.

Everything I’ll share today—the data, the shift in the enrollment funnel, and the ambassador strategy—comes back to this idea. Our role 
is to earn students’ trust. One powerful way to do that is to let current students share their experiences in their own words.
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And more and more, belief comes from other students — not from us.
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Why now

The 2026 recruitment 
landscape
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Why now (rise, peak, and slip)
Let's look at the longer trend — America built the world's #1 destination, peaked in 2001, and has been slipping since.

1950–2000

In 1950, we had just 
26,000 international 

students. That number 
doubled roughly every 

decade — to about 
500,000 by 2000.

PEAK

2001

28% of all globally mobile 
students — More than one in 
four students studying abroad 
anywhere on earth chose us. 

We were, by a wide margin, #1 
in the world

2016/17

New-student enrollment 
starts falling — after 

years of growth

2020

COVID was a sharp crash in 
2020; new enrollment 
dropped 46% percent.

2023/24

Record rebound (~1.1M) — on 
pipeline & OPT, not new 

students

WE ARE HERE

2026

Share down to ~16%; the 
rebound is reversing

What we built on purpose, we can defend on purpose — starting with the students already on your campus.

Sources: IIE Open Doors & Project Atlas; Migration Policy Institute; Shorelight; Inside Higher Ed.
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We didn’t stumble into being number one — we built it, on purpose, over fifty years.
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What’s changing in 2026

–17%
new international student enrollment is 

down, fall 2025 vs. 2024

–12%
graduate enrollment — while OPT rose +14%

$1.1B
estimated lost revenue; ~23,000 U.S. jobs

International students still contribute nearly $43B a year and 1.18M strong — but new enrollment is shrinking, and the students who 

come are deciding differently.

India — 31% of all intl students China — 23%, and falling
Visa uncertainty & ‘will I belong?’

woven through all of it is uncertainty — visa 
questions, shifting policy, and a very human worry: 
‘Will I actually belong there?’

Source: IIE Open Doors 2025 Fall Snapshot; NAFSA economic analysis, Nov 2025.

When fewer students are coming, every single student who’s already on your campus matters more. They’re not just enrolled — they’re 

your most credible recruiters for the next one.
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Still #1 in the world
The U.S. remains a leading choice—but our responsibility is to make students who come here feel welcomed, supported, and 
inspired to say “yes.”

1 United States 1.18M

2 United Kingdom 718K

3 Canada 660K

4 France 393K

5 Australia 361K

6 Germany 349K

7 Russia 283K

8 China 211K

9 Japan 182K

10 Spain 135K

The world still chooses us first — now let's make the students who come the reason the next ones say yes.

Source: IIE Project Atlas — common comparison year (2022/23); Russia & China via UNESCO. Latest U.S. total: ~1.18M (Open Doors 2024/25).
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What’s working in 2026

Meet students where they are

Social, Reddit, reviews, and AI — not just your website.

Lead with belonging + value

Answer ‘will I belong?’ and ‘can I afford it?’ first.

Diversify markets with data

Target by region, program, and goals.

Amplify student voices

Let your current students carry the message.

The thread through all of it: students trust other students. That’s where the rest of this session goes.

Everything we’ve covered points to four things that are actually
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Meet students where they are
Nearly 6 in 10 prospective international students say social media shapes where they study — but where they look 
depends on who they are.

Where U.S.-bound students research
% of U.S.-bound students — platforms vary by country (next slide)

YouTube 56%

Instagram 44%

LinkedIn 41%

Facebook ~34%

Reddit ~26%

TikTok ~20%

AI (ChatGPT) ~17%

Chinese students use a different map
A separate ecosystem — English-only content never reaches them.

WeChat & Weibo
Long-established research channels — WeChat (~75%), Weibo (~61%).

Xiaohongshu (RedNote)
The fast-rising study-abroad hub — visual, peer-driven.

Baidu + agents
Search and agents still carry heavy weight in the funnel.

#留学 (“study abroad”) pulls 5M+ in engagement on RedNote.

AND IT ALL COMES BACK TO PEERS
9 in 10 read student reviews Current students = #1 voice (57%) They expect a real, fast reply (70%)

Sources: QS International Student Survey; Keystone 2025; INTO 2025; iFans 2026.
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Where students research — by country
TikTok use:

low highEvery number is each country's TikTok reach — the platform that varies most by market.

ASIA-PACIFIC

Also uses  YouTube · WhatsApp / LINE / KakaoTalk · Facebook · Instagram
TikTok reach by country   (share of adults on TikTok — deeper = higher)

India  banned
China  WeChat / RedNote
South Korea  35%
Japan  37%
Vietnam  n/a

Nepal  n/a
Bangladesh  25%
Pakistan  52%
Sri Lanka  35%
Indonesia  62%

Philippines  58%
Malaysia  81%
Thailand  68%
Singapore  61%

AFRICA

WhatsApp · Facebook · YouTube
TikTok reach ↓

Nigeria  57%
Kenya  58%
Ghana  65%
South Africa  59%

LATIN AMERICA

WhatsApp · Instagram · Facebook
TikTok reach ↓

Brazil  51%
Mexico  62%
Colombia  66%

Argentina  55%
Chile  66%
Peru  72%

MIDDLE EAST

WhatsApp · Instagram · Facebook
TikTok reach ↓

Israel  47%
Turkey  30%
West Bank  72%

TikTok % = adults using TikTok (Pew Research Center, 2026).  India bans TikTok · China uses a separate ecosystem · YouTube & WhatsApp are near-universal everywhere.
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Lead with belonging + value
Before students hear your pitch, they're already asking three questions — answer these first.

“Can I afford it?”

77%
rank affordable tuition as their #1 factor. 
55% expect to work part-time to afford their 
program.

ApplyBoard Student Pulse, Spring 2025

“Will it pay off?”

44%
now weigh graduate-employment outcomes 
when choosing a course — up from 36% in 
2020. Nearly half expect study abroad to 
boost their careers.

QS International Student Survey, 2026

“Will I belong?”

~57%
say being able to connect with current 
international students would help them 
decide where to study.

QS Destination: U.S. & Canada

Lead with belonging, affordability, and outcomes — rankings come later.
Sources: ApplyBoard Student Pulse (Spring 2025); QS International Student Survey 2026; QS Destination: U.S. & Canada.
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Diversify markets with data
The map is shifting fast — spread your pipeline and let the data point you to the next market.

The #1 source flipped

363K
international students now come from India 
(+10%) — overtaking China (266K, −4%). 
Don't build your pipeline on one market.

Open Doors 2025 (IIE)

Emerging markets are surging

+41%
U.S. enrollment growth from Peru over five 
years — with Colombia +27%. Nigeria is 
now a top-7 U.S. source; Bangladesh, 
Ghana, Nepal & Vietnam hit record highs.

NAFSA IE Mag. · Open Doors 2025

Target the program, not just the 
place

57%
of international students pursue STEM. 
OPT work training is up 21% and 
community colleges grew fastest (+8%) — 
students choose the outcome.

Open Doors 2025 (IIE)

Target by region, program, and goal — and don't bet everything on one country.
Sources: Open Doors 2025 (IIE); five-year growth (Peru, Colombia) per NAFSA IE Magazine.
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Amplify student voices
Your most persuasive recruiters are already enrolled — the proof is in the numbers.

Peer contact converts

up to 75%
of prospective students in Africa — and 
71% in Europe — applied after chatting with 
a current student.

Intead

The most useful voice

57%
rank current student ambassadors as their 
most useful source — ahead of friends & 
family.

Intead

They're already looking

9 in 10
consult student review sites, and 82% say 
peer reviews shaped their choice.

Keystone

Your current students are your best channel — next, how to activate them.
Sources: Intead student-ambassador research; Keystone Student Study Report 2025.
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Part 1

The old marketing funnel 
is broken
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How we thought it worked
Awareness

Interest

Consideration

Conversion

Enrollment

One message. One direction.

We pushed prospective students down a 

straight path — brochures, the website, ads, 

and agents carried our message in one 

direction.

It assumed we controlled the message, and 

that students moved neatly from one stage 

to the next.
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Now it’s a messy loop, not a funnel
No straight line anymore. They find you, disappear, validate on their own, forget you, come back — dozens of times — before they ever apply.

✕ disappears

✕ disappears

They find you
1 Retargeting ad

2 Stalk your socials
3

Google / AI
4

Reddit deep-dive
5 TikTok / IG proof

6

A friend mentions
7

Podcast
8 Email · WhatsApp

9

Student 
ambassador

10

APPLY
11

30–50 touchpoints  ·  over a year or more No single touchpoint converts — the loop does.

Source: Google / Think with Google — “The Messy Middle”; non-linear buyer-journey framing, 2026.
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Part 2

A new generation rewrote 
the journey
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Gen Z, Millennials & Alpha changed the rules
Millennials

Reviews & ratings first. Grew up with 

Google, YouTube, and word-of-mouth 

online.

Gen Z

Creator- and peer-driven. Skip the ad, trust 

the person. Default to video and social 

proof.

Gen Alpha

Fully native to short video. Learn, shop, and 

decide through people they follow.

86% of online users say user-generated content — real people’s posts and reviews — is a reliable signal 

of quality. Roughly 8 in 10 read others’ opinions before deciding.

Sources: ComScore; Association for Research of Media.
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Part 3

How international 
students actually decide
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They’re researching through each other
20,000+
students surveyed across 195+ countries 
(Keystone)

9 in 10
consult student review sites when 
researching schools

#1
what they want: real student experiences of 
studying abroad

They’re no longer relying only on Google, the website, agents, and brochures — they go where the students are:

TikTok Instagram YouTube Douyin Reddit

They watch real, unscripted experiences — then head to places like Reddit to ask questions and validate what they see before they ever fill 

out a form.

Source: Keystone Education Group international student survey; Digital Marketing Institute.
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Your message is no longer the most trusted
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/1uUgNVyWjHTZYoYDoq1SkTKoBGIDgzT5u/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1l8gFwSleCpIyJcD70SKmOxcJ_QHnKrbh/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1AtFvPweR6MwWTWoVDoZ1DKu7-NIx7W-L/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1eQtPK4nKurGpd0zdQVyvEPaiM-x-9_GY/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1QkU9Z3kVYRNmFebyb8UiplAp6qTHg3Qr/view?usp=sharing
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Part 4

The power of student 
ambassadors
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Authentic beats polished
89%
felt more confident about attending after 
talking with a current student

+34.8%
higher likelihood to enroll after peer-to-peer 
engagement

#1
belonging is the top driver of where students 
choose to go

Students want unfiltered, non-scripted experiences — a real person they can picture themselves as. A current student 

answering one honest question can do what a brochure never could: make the choice feel safe.

Source: Unibuddy platform research (incl. Queen Mary University of London).
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Your ambassadors are already on campus
Student workers

At the front desk and in your office every day

Orientation leaders

Already comfortable welcoming newcomers

Quiet / shy students

Often the most relatable — one-on-one or in 
writing

Current international students

Living the journey your prospects are weighing

Recent graduates

Proof of the outcome and the ‘after’

Club, RA & peer leaders

Natural storytellers with built-in audiences

You don’t need the most outgoing student — you need a real one. Everyone has a story worth sharing.
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One story. Everywhere.
Victoria asked once. We turned her blog — her journey as a student-athlete at Mississippi College — into content on 10 channels.

Instagram Facebook Facebook Reels StudyUSA Blog TikTok

YouTube Shorts Twitter / X Pinterest Tumblr Blogger

That’s what a single student voice becomes when you give it a stage. Tap any platform to see it live.
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https://www.instagram.com/p/DXvLrGoCsh3/
https://www.facebook.com/studyintheusa/posts/pfbid0mmgdsvBK9vPAjnBuunuzyjsoJiC8jB7H6wDyMG7mcMs5DofSrmbSVCb7hLYoMcRrl
https://www.facebook.com/reel/26647866131537749
https://www.studyusa.com/en/blog/setbacks-strength-student-athletes-inspiring-study-abroad-journey
https://www.tiktok.com/@studyusa.com/photo/7634363077470784781
https://www.youtube.com/shorts/x5z5OWEtQSk
https://x.com/StudyUSAcom/status/2050243089173012514
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/101612535341070999
https://www.tumblr.com/studylifeusa/815426676596129792/how-i-turned-challenges-into-growth-as-an?source=share
https://studylifeusa.blogspot.com/2026/05/how-i-turned-challenges-into-growth-as.html
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Make it easy to share

Conversations

Peer chats, student panels, live Q&A, and 

‘ask a student’ pages. Lowest effort, high 

trust.

Videos

Short, phone-shot, vertical. A day-in-the-life 

or one honest answer — no studio required.

Writing

Blogs, captions, and testimonials. Perfect for 

students who’d rather write than be on 

camera.

Give prompts, light guidance, and permission — not a script. A few starter questions and a deadline get you further than a polished 

brief. Authenticity is the point.
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How Study in the USA helps

✓ Select & support storytellers

We help you choose and coach a group of student ambassadors 

— the confident and the shy.

✓ Create videos & blogs

We produce authentic videos and posts and publish them to 

millions on StudyUSA.com.

✓ Train & guide end-to-end

We give students clear guidance at every step, so they feel 

confident and supported.

✓
Feature them on all our site and channels

Showcase ambassadors on the StudyUSA Chat Page via Campus 

Community — no cost, no IT setup.

We handle it end to end — no extra meetings, no added workload for your team.
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We meet students in every channel
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Key takeaways
1

Peer influence now drives the decision.

International students weigh real student experiences over our messaging — the journey runs through each other.

2
Your ambassadors are already on campus.

Student workers, orientation leaders, and even the quiet students — everyone has a story worth sharing.

3
Make sharing simple.

Conversations, videos, and writing. Give prompts and permission, keep it authentic, and let students be believed.
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Thank You!
Please complete the 
session evaluation.

bit.ly/nafsasessioneval 

Or SAVE LINK now
and EVALUATE later!
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