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The 2017 student recruitment cycle marked 
another difficult year in higher education 
admissions. According to a survey produced by 
Inside Higher Ed and Gallup, most admissions 
directors were very concerned about meeting  
their institution’s enrollment goals this year, and 
expect to increase their admissions recruitment 
efforts in 20181.

StudentBridge, a leading provider of prospective 
student engagement and conversion solutions, 
wanted to dig deeper into what those numbers 
meant to the average director of admissions. It was 
our goal to discover what admissions directors did 
differently to meet or miss their recruitment goals.

In December 2017, we surveyed 182 directors of 
admissions, enrollment and marketing, polling 
them on how they used marketing technology 
and digital marketing tactics. Additionally, based 
on their reporting, we were able to determine 
which tactics were used by those who met their 
enrollment goals and those who did not, to better 
identify which tactics were most useful to engage 
with prospective students.

What we learned was – while there is no silver bullet 
for marketing technology in the admissions world 
– there are some areas where a savvy admissions 
or marketing professional can jump the curve and 
implement marketing technology that their peers 
have missed, and find areas for improvement in 
their digital marketing strategy overall.

1 “2017 Survey of College and University Admissions Directors.” 
Inside Higher Ed, www.insidehighered.com/booklet/ 2017-survey-
college-and-university-admissions-directors

Introduction

Given Circumstances
Did your institution meet their Enrollment 
goals in 2017

Overall, the majority of the 
colleges and universities 
surveyed by StudentBridge 
met their enrollment goals  
for 2017.
However, there is still significant room for 
improvement. 35% did not meet their goals 
at all, and 6% were unsure of whether or not 
their goals were met.
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Each of the colleges or universities that was 
surveyed had their own marketing technology 
focus, with a few highlights. While Customer 
Relationship Management tools (CRMs), Analytics 
tools and Email Marketing Software have all been 
adopted at higher rates in higher education 
admissions offices, other digital marketing 
technology like Social Listening Tools and  
Marketing Automation Platforms have been less 
readily adopted:

Marketing technologytools – adoption rate

Marketing technology tools – enrollment goals

These trends generally continue even when 
comparing those institutions that met their 
enrollment goals and those who didn’t, showing 
the similarities in digital marketing strategies 
across higher education. However, there were three 
marketing technologies that were more highly 
adopted by those who met their enrollment goals 
than those who didn’t: Email Marketing Software, 
Social Listening Tools, and Marketing Automation.

The tool which showed the largest gap between 
those who met their goals and those who didn’t was 
Email Marketing Software. The importance of this 
can be highlighted in recent findings from Ruffalo 
Noel Levitz, which showed that 50% of students 
preferred to be communicated with via email2.

Additionally, neither Social Listening Tools nor 
Marketing Automation Platforms had more than 
a 50% adoption rate, which gives pioneering 
admissions officers an opportunity to “hack growth” 
in an area that isn’t widely adopted.

How higher Ed uses  
Marketing Technology

2 Report: Perceptions and Communication Preferences of High 
School Students, learn.ruffalonl.com/WEB2017HSStudents 
PerceptionsandCommPreferencesReport_LandingPage.html
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How to use this data

1. Email Marketing 
Software
At every stage in the student 
lifecycle, emails that are sent 
need to take into account 
the student’s interests and 
background to make sure your 
message falls at the right time. 
That means segmenting your 
lists is paramount, in every way 
from likelihood of admission to 
programs they might want to 
pursue.

2. Social Listening 
Tools
Social media isn’t just about 
writing posts, it’s also about 
figuring out what your students 
really think about the university. 
You can use it for customer 
service or content ideas (what  
do students get confused/
annoyed by).

3. Marketing 
Automation Tools
Use marketing automation to 
create a personalized experience 
for your prospective students, 
usually working hand-in-hand 
with your email marketing 
and your CRM. Create custom 
workflows for each of your 
target segments to engage with 
prospects from the very top 
of the funnel until they arrive 
on campus. Start simple, and 
continue to drill down to more 
specific when you see what 
works. The best-engineered 
automation tools are ones that 
will “learn” the behaviors of a 
prospective student, and move 
them along the funnel at their 
own speed so it seems entirely 
natural.
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One of the areas of the marketing technology 
survey where we got results we did not expect to 
see was in the section asking “What is your biggest 
issue in recruiting prospective students?”

What is your biggest issue in recruiting 
prospective students?

the process are more likely to apply and enroll, 
so the more focus is put on those top-of-the-
funnel interactions, the more prospects will find 
themselves at the bottom of the funnel.

On the other hand, for those who did not meet 
their enrollment goals, their concerns tended to 
be drastically more leaning toward getting more 
qualified applicants and having low enrollment 
of accepted students. These problems speak to 
bottom-of-the-funnel concerns, where a student  
is deciding between a handful of programs.

Enrollment starts with the first interaction – not 
with the application and acceptance. If you’re 
having issues getting enough qualified applicants 
or enrollment yield, it’s usually already too late to 
convert them.

While there’s a lot to be said about attracting the 
right type of applicant and getting them to arrive on 
campus for the first day of classes, it’s important to 
remember that a student usually knows long before 
apply which college or university is their first, second 
or third choice. Look back at your digital marketing 
strategy to see how and when you’re trying to help 
your prospects build an emotional connection with 
your institution.

As you probably see in the chart above, there are 
some pretty major discrepancies between the 
issues plaguing institutions who met their goals 
and those who didn’t – primarily around at what 
stage they see their problems arising. 

For those who met their enrollment goals, their 
concerns centered around being able to tell their 
institution’s unique story and identify interested 
students earlier in the process. This speaks to the 
understanding that students who are emotionally 
committed to a college or university early on in 

Don’t Forget the Top and  
the Middle of the Funnel

Low Enrollment of Accepted 
Student

Not Able to Get Enough 
Qualified Applicants

Not Able to Identify Interested 
Students Early in the Process

Not Able to Tell Our 
Institution’s Unique Story

0%

Met goals Did not meet Goals

10 20 30 40
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How to use this data

Ask for contact information in 
more ways than just “request  
for information.”
Evaluate your Call-to-Action (CTA) strategy and 
consider other ways to connect early on with your 
prospects. These could be targeted CTAs that 
provide a particular value rather than just “request 
information” (for example, a college admissions 
essay guidebook or a email-gated quiz to see if the 
student is a good fit for your college).

Offer opportunities for 
prospective students to interact 
(either on-campus or virtually) 
with your campus.
For example: virtual tours, targeted admissions 
webinars, Facebook groups, personal emails from 
recruiters, etc.
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So which tactics are most effective? What do I take 
back to my team with the promise that we’ll meet 
our goals next year and every year moving forward? 
Unfortunately, the answer is not quite that simple.

Which digital channels did you use in student 
recruitment this year?

When digital tactics were compared sideby- side,  
a very common trend appeared. It looked as 
though there was no significant statistical difference 
between what tactics were employed by those who 
met their enrollment goals and those who didn’t.  
In fact, in all categories except two (more on that 
in a minute), the data showed that those who met 
their goals were less likely to employ any given 
tactic than those who didn’t meet their goals.

So what does that tell us?

It helps defeat the presumption that more channels 
is going to result in more applications and higher 
enrollment.

What anyone in admissions or marketing could 
already tell you resounds heavily here: if you’re 
telling the wrong story, it doesn’t matter how many 
channels you share it on, it still won’t land. On the 
other hand, if you’re telling the right story, you can 
maybe reach a new audience by enlisting new 
channels.

But what we’re all trying to aspire to – the “holy 
grail” of content marketing - comes with telling 
the right story on the right channel when the right 
audience wants to consume it. The key here is that 
you can still use as many channels as you see value 
in, but craft your content strategy to speak to your 
prospective students at the stage of the funnel 
they’re in.

Tools and Tactics are Just Puzzle 
Pieces Focus On What Your Target 
Prospect Wants

Social Media

Email Campaigns

Facebook

Your .EDU Site

Banner Ads

0%

Met goals Did not meet Goals
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How to use this data

Student Personas
Discovering exactly why students are choosing your 
school can help you better identify top-of-the-funnel 
prospects. It’s important to regularly interview your 
current students to find what converted them and 
what didn’t, so you can more accurately target 
moving forward.

Analyze and Improve
Review success rates of your digital channels over 
the past year, and really determine which content 
resonates with which audience and on what 
channel. Start simply, and re-evaluate as you test 
and get more data.
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Last, and certainly not least, we did uncover  
a bit of an “Easter Egg” in the data that we  
wanted to share:

Institutions that met their enrollment goals were 
more likely to use two particular digital marketing 
tools that their counterparts, and those were 
Microsites and Virtual Tours, which also happens  
to be the basis of our products at StudentBridge.

Does that mean you’ll meet your enrollment goals 
if you set up a Video Viewbook and an Interactive 
Campus Map with StudentBridge? 

Maybe – why don’t you give us a call to find out?

23.26%
did meet  

goals

46.73%
did meet  

goals

20.31%
did not  

meet goals

43.75%
did not  

meet goals

Microsites Virtual Tours

CONTACT US

Two channels that might  
make a difference
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