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ALTO is a professional association where educational agencies, language schools, 
universities, national and international associations and industry service 
providers join together as a global community. We provide a platform for leaders 
and decision makers in the industry to further develop and grow their businesses 
through networking, professional development and information exchange.

As a uniting body in a time of crisis, ALTO seeks to use its position to facilitate 
a meaningful conversation about aspects of our business that impact both 
immediate issues and long-term viability of the industry as a whole. We welcome 
new members to broaden the discussion.  

The Language Travel sector faces major and ongoing disruption due to Covid-19. 
This disruption increases the pressure on our industry to effect meaningful 
change across long-standing issues. Key aspects of debate, such as payment 
terms, costs and contributions, and overhead business costs now need to be 
addressed with urgency in order to establish new strategies, ways of working 
together, and best practice for the future.  

It is with a spirit of collaboration and free exchange of information that ALTO 
has conducted this research. It brings together agencies and agency association 
leaders, schools and school sales teams and practitioners from within the ALTO 
membership, and across the wider Education and Language industry. We’ve 
gathered regional and global data to help inform the strategies of both agents 
and schools. This research helps identify opportunities to address inefficiencies 
that cut into the viability of the industry, and ways to mutually mitigate losses.

This survey seeks to build on a long-established debate and is a concerted effort 
to create meaningful change in a post-Covid industry, so that together we can 
rebuild a more robust industry within a new economic situation.
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1. Participating Educational Agents 

Educational Agents from the 5 main Language Education markets are represented 
in the survey including members from agency associations who have broad 
oversight into regional circumstances. 
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2. Participating Language Schools 

All major Language School destinations are represented.  Where 
schools have destinations in more than one county they fall under 
the International section.  Participants surveyed were drawn from 
ALTO members, and non-members.  English Language schools 
represent the majority of participants with other languages making 
up the “Other” section. 
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3. Main Adult Language Programmes (16+) offered

GroupsIndividuals GroupsIndividuals

Agents and Schools were asked what are the main Global Adult Language Programmes (16+) offered

Global Agents distribution
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Global: Distribution of Individual and Group programme business

Individuals (adults) represent the main groups of students for both agents and schools, with all areas indicating that Groups make up less than 20% of their overall 
business. This basic division remains consistent through throughout the regions for both schools and groups with the markets.
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4. Course Duration – How long do students study?

Agents and schools were asked what percentage of their business is divided 
between short, mid and long-term bookings. The balance is consistent across 
Agents and Schools. 

Key findings:
Asia has the highest percentage of mid and long-term bookings. 
Europe has the most short-term bookings
LATAM – largest number of agents report 24+ weeks as being 60-80% of bookings.  
The percentage of short- and long-term booking is similar.
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Global Comparison of Course Duration
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Click here to see a regional comparison. PAGE 4

https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiNjk3NTNkMWMtM2FmYi00NmI3LTk0NjYtMDkwNzgxMTJhZGVhIiwidCI6ImIyNzFmYTJjLTQ4MWItNGU2My1hNDQ3LTgwMWE1MGEzYTA2YiJ9&pageName=ReportSection213060876c5060a00e6a&pageName=ReportSectionfa736b107806711cc635
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5. Impact of COVID 19 and Booking Expectations for Adult Language Travel

What is your expectation of percentage of student bookings compared to 2019 expected in 2020/2021?

We asked participants to quantify the impact of Covid-19 by comparing their 
estimated short/mid-term student bookings against pre-Covid-19 levels. 

We also want to understand the priorities that will influence student decisions 
when travelling to study abroad in the future. 

Comparison of all Agents and Schools
Expected percentage of student Percentage of student bookings
compared to 2019 expected in 2020/21

All Schools

All Agents

Combined Agents and Schools

Jun–Aug 2020 Sep–Dec 2020 Jan–May 2021 Jun–Aug 2021 Sep–Dec 2021

17%

27%

46%

59%
62%

14%

21%

37%

55%

61%

16%

25%

43%

58%
62% Agents and Schools combined answer

As a combined group average, Agents and Schools are expecting less than 20% of 
their 2019 bookings this summer (2020). This rises to 25% in Sep–Dec 2020 and 43% 
in Jan–May. The forecast against 2019 levels for 2021 is 58% Jun–Aug, and 63% 
Sep–Dec. Globally, Agents were more optimistic than Schools, anticipating 
between 7 and 15% higher booking across all periods and levelling out to a similar 
prediction of about 60% at the end of 2021.   

Schools Note: 
In all regions except Asia, schools were more pessimistic than agents. School and 
Asian agents’ predictions are aligned until Summer 2021, at which point Asian 
Agents predict lower bookings of between 5 and 10% as the year progresses. The 
biggest spread is between the expectation of Schools and Agents in LATAM where 
agent predications are 10-13% higher than schools. 
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5.1. Regional Agent Comparison - Covid 19 Impact

Agents in all regions expect less than 1/3 of their 2019 bookings from September 
to December, around 50% from January to May, 60% for summer 2021, and between 
50 and approximately 62% for September – December 2021.  Of the regions, 
LATAM is the most optimistic, followed by Brasil, with Asia predicting the lowest 
percentage return of business. 

International Agencies consistently predicted higher percentages of bookings 
than most regions and represent the most optimistic group for January to August 
2021, then levelling out to the average prediction of a 67% return to 2019 levels.  

“We expect to reach the pre-Covid-level in late 2021/early 2022 only.”
EUROPE & RUSSIA

Agents All Regions

LATAM

Brazil

Europe & Russia

International

ASIA

Turkey & MENA

Comparison of Agents in all Regions
Percentage of student bookings compared to 2019
expected in 2020/21

Jun–Aug 2020 Sep–Dec 2020 Jan–May 2021 Jun–Aug 2021 Sep–Dec 2021

17%

27%

46%

59%
62%

24%

33%

50%

63%

71%

17%

31%

51%

62%

70%

15%

22%

40%

57% 56%

20%

31%

53%

65%
67%

14%

21%

38%

51% 53%

17%

27%

48%

59% 61%

Click here to see a regional comparison. PAGE 8

https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiNjk3NTNkMWMtM2FmYi00NmI3LTk0NjYtMDkwNzgxMTJhZGVhIiwidCI6ImIyNzFmYTJjLTQ4MWItNGU2My1hNDQ3LTgwMWE1MGEzYTA2YiJ9&pageName=ReportSection213060876c5060a00e6a&pageName=ReportSection213060876c5060a00e6a&pageName=ReportSection10635c68148075d73cea
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Schools and Agents Priorities

Agents and All Schools agree this priority rank with some regional 
differences.

Schools Agents

Priorities All 
Regions

All 
Regions

Europe & 
Russia

Turkey & 
Mena

Interna-
tional Brazil LATAM ASIA

Government policies regarding COVID-19 in the host or source country 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

Air travel – cost, availability, safety at airports/on board/on arrival 2 2 2 2 2 2 3 4

School policies and protocols regarding COVID-19 in the host country 3 3 3 4 3 5 2 2

Access to and quality of medical care/services in the host country/ appropriate 
insurance coverage for arriving students 4 4 4 3 4 4 5 3

Cost of language programmes and accommodation 5 5 5 5 5 3 4 5

Confidence in the viability of language travel service providers 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6

6. Expected Post-Covid Language Travel Priorities for students in the future

In this section, Agents and Schools were asked to rank the following statements 
in order of importance. This helps us understand customer priorities and identify 
regional differences. 

Globally, Agents and Schools agree on the ranking of the priority expectations. 
Government Policy of the Host Country leads in all regions with the next priority 
being Air Travel Cost and Availability and Safety at Airports. 

Participants also commented that mitigating health and economic concerns 
associated with travel would be key to building parent and student confidence in 
the industry. The issues raised include the clarity and timeliness of government 
response, visa policies, and flexible booking and cancellation options. 

• Asia and Turkey put a higher priority on the Access to Quality Medical Care in the 
Host Country and Appropriate Insurance coverage for Arriving Students.  

• Asia and LATAM prioritizes School policies and protocols regarding COVID-19 in 
the host country. 

• Brazil prioritizes the Cost of programmes over Access to, and quality of,
health care.

“Opening time for borders, visa processing times, and quarantine measures will 
have impact on country preference”
TURKEY & MENA 

“Travel policies and safety is now a priority #1 for parents, however, course fees 
may also affect the demand if costs are raised much comparing to 2019-2020”
EUROPE & RUSSIA

Ranked in order (1 – most important, 6 – least important)



The Future of Adult Language Travel - 2020 and Beyond | PAGE 10

7. Agents and Schools Receivables - Managing Risk Together

A key goal of this survey is to identify ways that Agents and Schools can work 
together to improve their operations, efficiency and profitability. We hope that a 
combined effort in finding solutions will benefit both sides as well as the industry 
as a whole.

Unpaid receivables are a major issue for both Agents and Schools,  
with 70% of both groups reporting unpaid agent commission or  
course fees of varying amounts.

The results of this survey shows large figure debts for both parties, and that the 
financial systems currently in place would benefit from change, starting with how 
payment timings are managed, refunds and credits, and how the industry as a 
whole deals with commission, market discounts, market contribution and general 
cost of sale.  
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Unpaid receivable definition: 
Agents: Course fees owed by students or unpaid school commission.

Schools: Unpaid course and accommodation fees. 

All participants were asked about the level of unpaid receivables owed by schools, 
agents or clients.

• The survey highlights the extent of unpaid receivables due to Agents  
• For debt over 50 000 USD, both Agents and Schools report a similar count. 
• International agencies have the highest number of top category unpaid 

receivables, but lower rates in the mid-categories
• European Agents have the highest number of unpaid receivables in the lower 

categories
• Brazil showing the lowest rate of high category unpaid receivables, with the debt 

distributed in the lower unpaid categories to a similar rate as Asia and LATAM.  

“We need to create a stronger relationship between agents and institutions that 
goes further than a simple commission base relationship”
L ATAM
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Click here to see a regional comparison. PAGE 11

https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiNjk3NTNkMWMtM2FmYi00NmI3LTk0NjYtMDkwNzgxMTJhZGVhIiwidCI6ImIyNzFmYTJjLTQ4MWItNGU2My1hNDQ3LTgwMWE1MGEzYTA2YiJ9&pageName=ReportSection213060876c5060a00e6a&pageName=ReportSectionaeaf9ef5e30b4058db8b
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8. Expected Top Destinations Post-Covid

Agents - All
Rank Destination

Country
Score

1 Canada 96,5
2 New Zealand 90,0
3 Australia 56,8
4 UK 52,3
5 Ireland 38,2

Asia
Rank Destination 

Country
Score

1 New Zealand 18,6
2 Australia 13,2
3 Canada 12,1
4 UK 7,5
5 United States 3,0

Turkey & MENA
Rank Destination 

Country
Score

1 UK 15,3
2 Canada 14,0
3 Ireland 9,1
4 Australia 4,4
5 Malta 2,7

Brazil
Rank Destination 

Country
Score

1 New Zealand 30,6
2 Canada 19,8
3 Australia 15,7
4 Ireland 5,7
5 UK 4,2

Europe & Russia
Rank Destination 

Country
Score

1 Malta 19,1
2 Canada 16,4
3 Ireland 16,3
4 New Zealand 11,6
5 UK 9,9

International Agents
Rank Destination 

Country
Score

1 Canada 9,7
2 New Zealand 8,2
3 Australia 7,1
4 Malta 4,5
5 Germany 4,1

LATAM
Rank Destination 

Country
Score

1 Canada 24,5
2 New Zealand 19,4
3 Australia 12,1
4 Ireland 3,1
5 UK 2,7

In this question, Agents were asked to rate destination countries for post-Covid 
travel. Participants commented that their decisions were affected foremost by the 
government policy of the host country, air travel and access to quality medical care 

and the host schools Covid policy, as per the Post-Covid Language Travel Priorities 
listed above. 

• Canada, New Zealand and Australia are consistently 
in the top 3 globally, in Asia and with International 
schools.    

• Regionally, Asia prioritised New Zealand, Australia 
and Canada. 

• Europe & Russia rank Canada, Ireland and Malta 
highest. 

• Turkey & MENA rank UK first, followed by Canada 
and Ireland. 

• Brazil and LATM prioritised Canada, New Zealand 
and Australia with the UK and Ireland in 4th and 5th 
position.

Schools expect these destinations to have the most positive attitude towards Travel Post-Covid 

Agents Top Ranked Destinations Post- Covid

Schools
Rank Destination 

Country
Score

1 Japan 21.9
2 Germany 20.1
3 Switzerland 17.7
4 South Korea 12.2
5 Italy 11.9

Destinations received a 
higher score according 
to rate and number of 
mentions
No. 1 rated - 10 points
No. 2 rated - 5 points
No. 3 rated - 3 points
No. 4 rated - 0 points
No. 5 rated - 0 points

Click here to see a regional comparison. PAGE 12

https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiNjk3NTNkMWMtM2FmYi00NmI3LTk0NjYtMDkwNzgxMTJhZGVhIiwidCI6ImIyNzFmYTJjLTQ4MWItNGU2My1hNDQ3LTgwMWE1MGEzYTA2YiJ9&pageName=ReportSection213060876c5060a00e6a&pageName=ReportSection8d35386679018299b737
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9. Key statements – Where Agents and Schools Agree/Disagree 

A starting point for conversation 
In order to identify areas where Agencies and Schools could revisit current policy 
and strategy, participants were asked to share their opinion on questions which 
commonly divide schools and agents and which have long been debated in our 
industry. This question sought to identify areas of agreement and disagreement 
as a starting point for a new dialogue — the leading purpose of the Industry 
Reboot survey, which seeks to use the disruption of COVID-19 as a real chance for 
change that will benefit agents, schools and students.  

Global Analysis
Globally, Agents and Schools were aligned on most questions.  Key areas of 
agreement include a move to digital brochures, that Agents and Schools should 
reduce the size of their operations, and that it is reasonable to link commission 
and marketing contributions to performance.  

Main areas of disagreement are whether Schools should incorporate Source 
Country Legislation,  and Whether Agents Should Focus on Sales and Schools on 
Delivery, not Sales, with Schools disagreeing and Agents agreeing. 

Regional Analysis
Agents and Schools in LATAM, Asia and Brazil are aligned with the global opinion 
results. 

Brazil also disagrees with schools that blended learning will become key part of 
portfolio. 

Turkey & MENA differ with schools  regarding the whether schools and agents 
should have fewer partners with a higher agree score. 

International Agencies registered a different opinion about whether video 
conferencing could replace school representatives and agent visits as they 
disagree more with this than schools agree. 

Europe represented the region with the highest number of differing opinions 
including disagreeing that market discount should be reduced, and that 
teleconferencing can replace agent office visits. 

Other areas of divergence were whether online learning and blended learning 
options will be key in learning portfolios, with European and Russian Agents 
disagreeing and Schools and Brazilian agents expressing agreement.

See NEXT PAGE for Global Key Statement Results 
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Key statements – Where Agents and Schools Agree/Disagree
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Both Disagree
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Different Opinion

Both Agree
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3- Disagree4- Strongly disagree 2- Agree 1- Strongly agree

Vouchers or credit notes can be issued to students who 
cancel due to COVID-19 issues from 9-12.20

Virtual events should replace many face-to-face events for 
future agent-school B2B relations

Students will accept different delivery models including 
double/triple shifts

Schools should incorporate source country legislation when 
dealing with refunds

School representative / agent visits could be largely replaced 
by video conferencing tools

Payment for all language courses should be made in advance 
on condition that the students’ money is protected

Parents/students will be willing to pay more due to increased 
costs of safety measures and delivery restrictions

Online courses / blended learning will form a key part of your 
portfolio in the future

Market discounts/promotions need to be significantly 
reduced as student acquisition costs are increasing for all

It is reasonable to link marketing contributions and 
commissions to performance

Digital brochures and online resources should replace paper 
brochures

Agents should focus on sales in their markets and schools 
should focus on delivery not direct sales

Agents and schools should work with fewer partners

Agents and schools should reduce the size of their operation 
(centres/ offices)

A return to standard cancellation/refund conditions will be 
acceptable from January 2021

Click here to see a regional comparison. PAGE 13

https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiNjk3NTNkMWMtM2FmYi00NmI3LTk0NjYtMDkwNzgxMTJhZGVhIiwidCI6ImIyNzFmYTJjLTQ4MWItNGU2My1hNDQ3LTgwMWE1MGEzYTA2YiJ9&pageName=ReportSection213060876c5060a00e6a&pageName=ReportSection213060876c5060a00e6a
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In conclusion

When ALTO decided to conduct this research, the response and enthusiasm was 
encouraging. A high level of engagement and care was taken by participants. 
In spite of the current climate there was room for optimism and evidence of an 
industry-wide desire to improve our practices and collaborate. It was also clear 
from participant comments that there is still an appetite for language travel and 
a global student body with a strong desire to study abroad. 

The results show us the key concerns of students – affordability, government 
response and policy, quarantine restrictions, safety of travel, and medical care in 
host countries. As an industry, some of these factors are outside of our control, 
however, efforts can be made to mitigate those concerns. There are also core 
areas of the industry where we can improve.

Across the board, it was recognised that this extended period of disruption 
presents us with an extraordinary opportunity to assess and adjust our 
practices. The traditional model of our business may never be the same, but 
a change was overdue. 

“If Agents, Schools and the rest of the industry can work together to answer the 
concerns of our customers, we can also address the wider issues the industry faces 
from a social and environmental perspective. Even for those who believe the industry 
can recover fast and get back to ‘normal’, there are the long-term challenges which, 
if addressed now, will lead to a stronger more sustainable business.”
L ATAM

Owners or directors who would like more information about joining ALTO, please 
contact the Association Manager at Reka.lenart@altonet.org

Prior to publishing this report, ALTO hosted a series of regional panel debates on 
line where agent and school representative had a chance to discuss the survey 
results.  Click here request access to the video recording of these sessions.

2020 and Beyond Panel Videos

Report prepared 
with help from

https://altonet.org/2020-and-beyond/
https://www.annhawkings.com/
https://www.annhawkings.com/
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