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The lead article in the most recent Higher Education section of The Australian reports1 that 

Victoria’s Auditor General has launched an investigation to find whether the push 
to recruit fee-paying overseas students has compromised academic standards.  The 
Victorian inquiry picks up where the Senate inquiry into higher education seems to 
leave off: at the level of hard evidence.  It is part of a Victorian performance audit 
that will also question whether the growing overseas student market has affected 
access for local students … , affected the academic standards of universities, been 
of financial benefit to universities and the Victorian economy; and been adequately 
regulated and monitored.  …  Fee structures for overseas students, financial results 
of programs and records relating to the allocation of funds from overseas students 
within the universities will be examined.” 

The article goes on to report that 

The new Australian Universities Quality Agency has also signalled that it will 
focus on universities’ international student activities in its first audits next year.  
The quality agency is expected to send its auditors to some of the universities’ 
offshore campuses.” 

The “soft marking” allegations saga was, of course, relegated to the next page, although 
the NSW government’s intention to legislate to “force public universities to run all 
proposed commercial ventures past their governing bodies to try to reduce the danger of 
financial losses flowing to taxpayers” from “commercial arrangements, joint ventures and 
controlled entities” (with reference to NSW Audit Office past “complaints” and the 
Victorian Auditor General’s “concern about Melbourne University’s financial judgement 
in an information technology float and its exposure from its private university spinoff” 
completing the front page). 

“Student visa fraud concern” involving one in five applicants to the Indian headquarters of 
the Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs made page 9 of the latest2 
Campus Review (but the article was shaded for added emphasis) and went on to report a 
54% refusal rate of applications and a 17% cancellation rate of visas for Indian scholars 
when in Australia.  The article continued with a reference to concerns in the Australian 
Council for Private Education and Training’s “submission to the Senate inquiry about 
whether publicly-funded universities were directly or indirectly cross-subsidising their 
commercial activities in international education and professional courses with public 
funds”. 
In late April (when abstracts of proposals for the 2001 AAIR Forum had been required), 
the media3 was rather more interested in the implications for Australian higher education 



AAIR Forum 2001: Globalisation and Tertiary Education 
Indiscriminate pursuit of insignificance? IR as antidote Barry Cameron 
 

2 

institutions’ international competitiveness resulting from the “MIT free online move 
[which] puts global e-learning profitability in doubt” and the “European Commission 
$27m action plan to develop online education”.  “Commercial ventures must not erode 
public funding” was another headline in the same issue, addressing the absence of 
“mechanisms at present for reporting risk factors to university stakeholders except in crisis 
management mode or after the event”.  A sidebar to the article dealt with “cautionary 
stories about private and public universities in North America attempting to attract the 
lifelong learning market”.  More recent media interest in collaborative arrangements 
between Thompson publishing and Australian universities in online program delivery 
notwithstanding, auditors’ reviews of management processes in higher education 
commercial and offshore programs may well be of greater continuing media interest than 
online program materials availability. 

 
Australian education’s international students 
Australian Education International (AEI)’s latest report on 2000 preliminary international 
student numbers4 estimated a 15% increase from 1999 in international student numbers 
attending Australian educational institutions, to some 182,000, “being driven largely by 
the higher education sector” (20% for both onshore and offshore), with ELICOS growing 
22% (to almost 30,000), VET up 1% and schools down 1%.  NSW’s 38% (up slightly on 
1999), Victoria’s 28% (steady), Queensland’s 16% (up), SA’s 4.4% (up) and WA’s 
11%(down) reflected growth in the numbers of students from China (up 57% on 1999), the 
Americas (38%), Korea (21%) and India (20%), with the 5% decline for Indonesia in 
contrast to the general expected growth in all of Australia’s major markets.  While 
DETYA’s (August 2001) reports on international higher education numbers in 2000 
updated the detail on some of these figures, final numbers for 2000 across the educational 
sectors are not yet available. 

Growth in the numbers of Australia’s overseas student numbers has been considerable in 
the past two decades, as various publications have reported, including DETYA’s5 1993 
National Report on Australia’s Higher Education Sector, the West Review6, and the 
Higher Education report7 for the current triennium.  Education had been an important 
element in Australia’s overseas aid program from the 1950s, and private overseas students 
paid no fees from 1974.  Unofficial country quotas were introduced in 1980, “with intake 
targets linked to assessed spare capacity”.  In 1983, there were some 10,000 privately 
funded overseas higher education students along with a substantial proportion of the 3500 
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sponsored under aid programs.  The number rose to some 17,000 by 1987 (of whom only 
1000 paid fees), over 39,000 in 1992 (with 30,000 paying fees), and some 63,000 (around 
10% of all higher education students) by 1997. 

The response to the Jackson Committee report of 1984 encouraging a new educational 
services industry (and despite the Goldring Committee recommendations that year against 
a market-based approach), the streamlining of overseas student entry procedures in 1986 
which “encouraged publicly funded institutions to market their courses overseas on a full 
cost basis”, and the cessation of subsidised intakes from 1990, accompanied by minimum 
course fee arrangements, was significant.  The encouragement of institutions to “develop 
markets for overseas fee-paying students was part of a broader policy shift from aid to 
trade in foreign relations8.  By 1999, Australia (with some 60,000 international higher 
education students) was ranked third behind the USA (almost 500,000 students) and the 
UK (some 220,000), ahead of Canada (35,000) and New Zealand (8000). 

As the Higher Education report for the 2001-2003 triennium indicates9, “overseas student 
income for the sector reached $805million in 1999, ... increased by more than 50% since 
1996 and now represents almost 9% of the sector revenue” (and over 20% in the case of 
two institutions).  Offshore student numbers increased by more than 167% in 1996-99, to 
over a third of all overseas enrolments.  Some universities 

have entered into partnership arrangements that reduce their expenses and increase 
their volumes, giving them aggregate income growth but lower revenue per 
student.  Such activity is more exposed to risks of currency fluctuations and bad 
debts.  A few are seeking ‘high-end’ partnering to more affluent markets, a couple 
with sophisticated multi-media consortia.  Issues variously arise regarding adequate 
knowledge of costs for pricing and partner negotiations and also regarding 
assurance of quality and reputation10. 

Although “Australia’s international higher education interests were firmly focussed on the 
countries of the Asia-Pacific region during the 1990s, “building on existing strengths by 
pursuing dialogue and cooperative activity under Memoranda of Understanding (MOU) 
with traditional partner countries”, “more than 700 agreements with institutions in EU 
countries” have also been developed.  Further, “the Government is pursuing negotiations 
in the education sector in order to encourage liberalisation commitments from WTO 
members and gain access to key markets”. 
West acknowledged11 submissions “that the international student market will be much 
more competitive in future for Australian providers”, and that there will be a “need to 
develop new approaches to complement the traditional approach of bringing fee-paying 
students to Australia for at least part of their study period”.  It noted both IDP’s suggestion 
that “a myriad of ‘products’ are likely to evolve to meet the needs of many different 
market niches”, and indications “that corporate players outside the higher education sector, 
and particularly in media and communications, remain unconvinced of the profitability or 
desirability of becoming involved in higher education”.  Overall, however, it expected 
“international competitive pressures to intensify as the power of information and 
communications technologies increases and international pressures for trade liberalisation 
continue to grow”. 

 
Learning from Experience 
A view put at the September 1988 IDP Workshop on Overseas Students had been not 
differed greatly from what one might extract from the more recent views sketched above: 
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“the institution in its offshore presentation must have a sense of direction and 
commitment.  It is important that institutional policies include a longer term 
perspective, incorporating a good appreciation of overseas markets and what the 
institution can best offer in them, a generous marketing fund, presentable, 
knowledgeable people and sound administration.  The institutional effort should be 
driven by well planned marketing campaigns”12. 

One might thus have expected a market-based higher education institution at that time to 
have adopted an offshore program strategy which would involve a comprehensive plan for 
overseas educational marketing as an integrated project where the necessary resources for 
full implementation over a definite timescale were identified and acquired or committed, 
while both the risks involved in the investment and the expected financial return were 
highlighted in the return-on-investment calculations on which the go/no-go decision was 
based. 

Yet, perhaps surprisingly to a number of the participants at the IDP November 1988 
seminar, the institution with perhaps the most proactive offshore education program then 
(the precursor to today’s “world’s best dual mode university”) contended that assessments 
of “acceptable” risk “effectively precluded the level and duration of investment necessary 
to use offshore education as a major profit-making endeavour”, and that its “offshore 
education program has been developed incrementally … as a means of bringing about 
important changes in the nature of the institution and its ways of operating and developing 
its educational program”. 

There must be definite and tangible advantages for all parties if agreement for an 
Australian institution to offer its programme in an overseas country is to continue.  
The students, institutions, companies and governments involved must each 
continue to recognise that the educational programme is of benefit to them.  
Clearly, each can be expected to seek to increase its direct benefits, albeit that there 
may be a reduction in the benefits to another participant.  Each must be continually 
vigilant for the impact of these natural human and organisational tendencies on its 
operations, and be ready to take appropriate action to ensure at least the 
maintenance of its equity in the programme. 
It must also be expected that other organisations will seek to gain entry to a market 
where a successful programme operates.  Current participants will no doubt seek to 
establish barriers to the entry of other parties, and there are many cases where the 
erection and maintenance of such barriers is to the mutual benefit of the current 
participants.  Intending participants will obviously also pursue strategies aimed at 
lowering or removing barriers, at least until they are able to operate profitably 
within the market and re-erect the same barriers to new entry. 

Michael Porter was making similar comments, more articulately it must be admitted, at 
much the same time, as had Henderson13 a few years earlier in a sociobiological 
description of competitive markets.  Except on those odd occasions where resources are 
temporarily so abundant that no competition need occur, he argued, interdependence is 
unavoidable in a dynamic equilibrium.  Differentiation of function and capability is a 
prerequisite for continual survival.  Almost any competitor action will require some form 
of adaptation from almost every competitor, and those who can adjust behaviours most 
quickly or adaptively will gain the advantage. 

Strategy, as non-obvious management of the system of natural competition over time, is 
based primarily on logic in estimating the consequences of alternative initiatives, 
Henderson argued, and not primarily on experience or intuition.  Markets, as Day 
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observed, are complex, multi-dimensional arenas of competition, composed of a myriad of 
niches and categories, where segmentation studies seek to establish sub-groups which 
should be identifiable on strategy-related dimensions and accessible, while representing 
enough sales volume to justify separate treatment in the development, production and 
distribution of the “product”.  Accordingly, marketing strategy needs to be developed 
through the inter-relationship of top-down analysis (competitive capabilities and resource 
transfer) and bottom-up analysis (customer requirements and usage patterns)14. 

 
Managing market relationships strategically 
Although Australia’s performance has been strong, the international student market, is 
“complex, confusing and intensely competitive, demonstrated quality and reputation are 
the keys to success, and Australia is facing intense competition from large-scale 
promotional campaigns from competing countries”15.  Education is about exchange, of 
ideas, information, skills and experiences.  Educational activities are directed at facilitating 
such exchanges between people potentially interested in them, capable of communication 
and possessing something of value to each other.  Strategy is essential.  As Gallagher 
commented, “the once common aspiration to comprehensive excellence is now subject to 
serious reconsideration for each university”16.  Or as the AVCC commented, 

Enrolling an average number of students into universities of average quality, 
supported by government at average levels, would be an appalling outcome.  Being 
in the middle of the OECD expenditure tables on education, on research and on 
development, on information and communications output, is simply to fail.  We 
cannot afford to fail by just ticking along at average levels: of expenditure, of 
performance, of quality, of education, of leadership, of innovation, of product.  
Nobody will wait for us – nobody is17. 

Ernst and Young took a rather more pessimistic view in 1998: 
The current state of cost management in most universities is not adequate to 
support the needs of their businesses and the changing landscape.  Information has 
been developed in a vacuum within institutional silos using inconsistent practices 
and less than credible numbers18. 

Gallagher supported his contention that “there is great variability in the management 
strategies and capabilities of universities”19, (recently given a sharper focus in reactions to 
his comments to the Senate inquiry), by indications of discernible ‘leaders’, ‘learners’, 
‘pace-setters’ and ‘followers’ in various aspects of  

“planning and budgeting, knowledge management, asset management and space 
utilisation, business planning, financial and risk management, people management, 
student services management, research commercialisation, international strategy 
formation and negotiation, marketing and delivery, and relationships management. 
Several are … basing their decisions on serious assessments of their competitive 
strengths.  Some others have been taking a less-focused approach, top-slicing all 
areas for cost-cutting purposes, randomly offering redundancy packages to staff, 
and embarking on revenue raising activities with little competitive advantage20. 

Response by universities to the Benchmarking21 initiative notwithstanding, (and there is 
much therein to give institutional researchers a very full agenda), one would find it 
difficult to disagree with Gallagher’s view that Australia’s higher education institutions, 
recognising a major challenge to “be academically respectable, globally competitive, 
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locally relevant and nationally contributive” are largely “learning as they go; trying, 
borrowing and modifying different approaches to suit their varying purposes and 
circumstances”. 

 
Role for IR 
Relevant literature and techniques in applying institutional research to higher education 
marketing two decades ago were summarised in a presentation22 at the precursor to Central 
Queensland University in 1981, at the inaugural conference of the Queensland Branch of 
the precursor to the Association for Tertiary Education Management.  Updates were 
provided in the mid 1980s23.  Perhaps disappointingly, it might be observed that there has 
been relatively little change since then in the techniques and approaches which 
institutional research practitioners might apply, although they have developed considerable 
experience in the use of such techniques.  Mazzarol et al’s examination24 of why Indian 
students choose to study science and technology in countries other than Australia, for 
example, presents a most useful and practical consolidation of relevant approaches and 
techniques. 
The data requirements at section 10 (Internationalisation) of the Benchmarking report (to 
be explored in the presentation of this paper at the Forum) also provide a deal of direction 
on how the professional skills and techniques of institutional researchers can provide an 
antidote to the relative lack of focus in Australian tertiary institutions’ engagement with 
global student markets. 

IR practitioners’ capacity for analysing market potentials, investment requirements, 
program viability, quality assurance, and market repositioning, by modelling options, and 
by synthesising both qualitative and quantitative data and intelligence on competitors for 
strategic advantage can make major contributions to their institutions’ continuing 
productive involvement in global student markets. 
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