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SUBJECT: Use of Agents to Recruit International Students 

 

 The campuses are engaged in a range of activities that promote global experiences 

because all graduates must be prepared to function professionally in a multi-

national/multicultural work environment.  To this end, recruiting and enrolling qualified 

international students is one strategy commonly used to provide all students valuable experiences 

that address this reality.  However, recruiting and enrolling international students raises issues 

that need to be recognized and addressed.  Further, international student recruiting can be 

expensive, so each BOR university is expected to identify cost effective methods that yield 

results including the establishment of intra-system partnerships. 

 

 One particularly effective method of recruiting international students is to work with 

international recruiting companies and with individual agents. The practice of using agents in 

other countries is commonplace and, in some countries, it is the only accepted protocol. 
Estimates on the number of students who use agents vary dramatically from country to country. 

The highest use is found in Asia, the Middle East, Eastern Europe and Latin America. 

 

 International applicants seeking university admission in the United States pay agents to 

guide them through the process. Agents also perform cultural liaison duties specific to the 

country in which they work. Some agents charge fees to the university, others charge fees to 

applicants and some charge both. While this method may appear to be expensive on the surface, 

it actually often is most cost-effective.  

 

 This agenda item includes a set of guidelines developed by the campus representatives 

responsible for international students.  These guidelines establish expectations for working with 

agents and recruiting companies in general. These are based on research of best practices and 

recommendations of professional organizations in the United States, including the National 

Association of Foreign Student Advisers (NAFSA), the American International Recruitment 

Council (AIRC), and the American Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers 

(AACRAO).  Of these, NAFSA and AIRC specialize in international education endeavors and 

AACRAO has a division of its organization that specializes in international credential evaluation 
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and other international education issues. These are member-driven professional organizations 

based in the United States which include efforts to set professional standards in international 

education. In addition, as these guidelines were developed, other organizations and publications 

were reviewed for specific content, such as document verification practices. 

 

 While these guidelines based on best practices will be followed, it is well recognized that 

risk exists.  The well-publicized problems at Dickinson State University are but one recent 

example.  The campuses have agreed that as they begin working in this environment, 

accountability measures will be employed that allow Board staff and the Board to monitor 

activities.  In addition, campuses recognize that there will be issues that arise as contracts are 

established and these will be reviewed with Board staff.   

 

 These guidelines will continue to be updated and revised on a regular basis. The primary 

goal of this document is to ensure that universities in the South Dakota Regental system will 

exercise due diligence and utilize best practices when working with independent, international 

recruiting entities.  

 

 This has been discussed by the system’s Councils and there was agreement that to 

establish accountability, the institutions will provide an annual report to the Board each year in 

June that includes at a minimum the number of agents employed, the cost of each agent, the 

number of students recruited by each agent, and the aggregate academic record of each set of 

students.   
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Introduction 
A working group of international education professionals in SDBOR universities developed guidelines as a 
framework to evaluate proposals for working with agents and recruiting companies for recruiting international 
students. This effort was initiated due to a nationwide increase in the use of independent agents and recruiters 
being used to recruit international students. Annual enrollment growth is a goal and expectation of each 
university in the BOR system.  Recruiting qualified international students is one segment of that overall goal. 
International student recruiting can be expensive, and the use of agents and recruiters can be a cost effective 
method that yields results. Some agents charge fees to the university, others charge fees to applicants. The 
method of charging universities may appear to be expensive on the surface, but it can be cost-effective. 
 

The practice of using agents in other countries is commonplace and in some countries, protocol.  International 
applicants seeking university admission in the US pay agents to guide them through the process. Agents also 
perform cultural liaison duties specific to the country in which they work. Estimates on the number of students 
who use agents vary dramatically from country to country.  The highest use rates are in countries in Asia, the 
Middle East, Eastern Europe and Latin America. 
 

The guidelines are based on research of best practices and recommendations of professional organizations in 
the US, including NAFSA, AIRC, AACRAO, and NACAC. NAFSA and AIRC specialize in international education 
endeavors and AACRAO has a division of its organization that specializes in international credential evaluation 
and other international education issues. NACAC recently published a report that is referenced below. All are 
member-driven professional organizations based in the US and set professional standards in international 
education. Other organizations and publications were reviewed for specific content, such as document 
verification practices. 
 

The guidelines will be updated and revised on a regular basis. Unique situations arise and need to be addressed 
in a timely manner. The primary goal of this document is to ensure that universities in the South Dakota 
Regental system will exercise due diligence and utilize best practices when working with independent, 
international recruiting entities.  If any improprieties arise on the part of the recruiting entity, the university will 
address the impropriety in a swift and decisive manner. 
 

National Debate 
At the national level, NACAC has led the debate on the use of paid agents to recruit international students. 
NACAC’s “Report of the Commission on International Student Recruitment”, issued in May 2013, neither 
endorses nor prohibits the use of paid agents in the international recruitment arena. NACAC recognizes the 
benefits and challenges of using agents and recruiting companies. The report also emphasizes the 
responsibilities of universities to have appropriate controls in place and to have appropriate services for 
students when they arrive on the campus. The primary concern is for the student. SDBOR universities subscribe 
to the same concern, which is the primary reason for developing the guidelines. Additionally, SDBOR universities 
want to ensure that safeguards are in place to preclude improprieties that may arise when working with agents. 
The NACAC report expressed similar concern that universities be prepared for such an eventuality by 
establishing proper checks and balances.  
 

Certification and Professional Associations 
The American International Resource Council (AIRC) is leading the initiative to promote standards and best 
practices in the field in the US. International recruiting agencies may apply for certification through AIRC. “The 
AIRC Standards fall into five areas: 1) organizational integrity (mission, management, scope of operations, 
financial integrity), 2) recruitment process integrity (staff knowledge, marketing, accountability, transparency, 
accuracy, conflicts of interest), 3) student/family engagement (pre-enrollment, post-enrollment), 4) institutional 
engagement (pre-recruitment, post-recruitment), and 5) the agency’s complaint process.” (p. 41, NACAC report)  
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Additional professional organizations exist in countries and regions of the world which have similar standards 
and/or a code of ethics that members must follow. International student recruiting is a world-wide endeavor, 
and numerous entities are growing and evolving to address the issues associated with this market. These 
organizations are of particular interest for those agencies that are not yet certified by AIRC. SDBOR universities 
will exercise due diligence in reviewing and vetting other professional organizations and associations of which 
agencies may be members in good standing. 
 

Document Verification 
One of the biggest challenges when working with international applicants is the potential for fraudulent 
documents. While this has become very prominent in recent years, security features are being added to 
documents by educational institutions around the world to prevent fraud. SDBOR universities work to keep 
abreast of new processes and technologies and to develop best practices. 
 

Authoritative information on credential evaluation is available through credential evaluation companies, such as 
WES and ECE.  Both of these companies are approved by BOR universities for transcript evaluations.  Other 
organizations, such as AACRAO, provide valuable information on this topic as well.  An article in AACRAO’s 
College & University Journal, (Vol. 88, No. 1, Summer, 2012, pp. 18-33) provides a good foundational process for 
document review sand verification. It is called “Fighting Domestic and International Fraud in the Admissions and 
Registrar’s Offices” and is authored by Ann M. Koenig and Edward Devlin.  
 

Additionally, specific country information is available from EducationUSA offices throughout the world. This 
valuable resource from the federal government is available to all universities at no charge.  They can validate the 
method in which documents are issued in a particular country. 
 

Agency Fees 
Perhaps the most controversial topic when working with agents and recruiting agencies is the compensation 
structure. The primary concern specified in the NACAC report was paying agents based on commission, which is 
considered unethical in the US. However, the NACAC report does not prohibit this practice for international 
recruiting. 
 

There are several compensation models commonly in use.  
1. Straight fee for representing the university – this seems more straight-forth, but it does not guarantee 

that the agent will provide the university with students. One variation of this could be that the university 
has an expectation for a minimum number of students for the amount paid. If the number is exceeded 
by a certain amount, the fee for the following year could be negotiated at a higher rate. 

2. Fee based on matriculation – this ensures a return on investment for the university, as a fee is only paid 
once the student enrolls. There are also variations of this model. This could include a larger, single lump 
sum when a student enrolls, or it could be a smaller amount for each semester the student continues at 
the university. 

3. Fee based on referrals – this could be problematic and could easily escalate the number of unqualified 
applicants, resulting in wasted resources.  

 

Another option when working with agents is that the student pays for the agent’s services. If this is the case, the 
university would not pay the agent. Some agents prefer that both the student and the university pay the fee; 
this is considered “double-dipping” and unethical. 
 

Conclusion 
SDBOR universities recognize the significance of agent utilization, which is the reason guidelines were created 
and a collaborative approach was used. It plays an essential role in moving forward to increase international 
student enrollments in SDBOR universities. It would benefit all SDBOR universities that this initiative gain 
approval at all levels, with the understanding that constant vigilance is required to ensure that ethical practices 
are demanded and upheld. 
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