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The details:

✓ 1,500 respondents (thank you Plexuss
for your sample)

✓ Administered Jan./Feb., 2021

✓ Respondent target: those who have 
searched for a graduate program in the 
last 12 months. 

✓ Survey focus: 

✓ How they search – in detail

✓ How they make their decisions

✓ Expectations of institutions

✓ Program details
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The Graduate Student Imperative

While undergraduate enrollment contracted in each semester since the pandemic began, graduate 
enrollment showed growth in the first four when compared year-over-year. 
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The Graduate Student Imperative

All net growth at the graduate level – since 2012 – has been derived from fully online or partially 
online students. 
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The Graduate Student Imperative

Projected growth in graduate education has been stronger – and will continue to be stronger –
among full-time students than part-time, but this does NOT mean traditional full-time students. 
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RNL: An Increased Focus on Graduate

Survey of 1500 prospective 
graduate students

Survey summary of 645 
prospective graduate students of 
underrepresented backgrounds

Survey of nearly 100 graduate 
marketing and recruitment 
leadership

New white paper discussing 
how one institution built one 
of the most successful online 
graduate program ever –
leveraging employer 
relationships.

Available at: https://www.ruffalonl.com/papers-research-higher-education-fundraising/?rtype=4
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A rising tide will not lift all boats.

What do you need to  

ensure they come     
to you and not 

somewhere else?
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Think in this order:

1. Understand what they want. 

2. Understand how they want it. 

3. Understand who they are.  

4. Understand how they search. 

5. Understand their priorities and concerns so you can speak to 
them. 

6. Understand what they expect of you

Here’s how you proceed: 
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What they plan to study

What proportion of the graduate 

students enroll in master’s 
programs? 
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What percent of the 

market are business 
programs? 

What they plan to study
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How they plan to study

What proportion of graduate 

students plan to enroll in a 
fully classroom program? 
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What proportion of 

graduate students 
want semester-length 

courses?  25% / 40% / 
50%

How they plan to study
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How they plan to study: Classroom v. Online



14

Who they are

64%

33%

Under 
25, 

11%

25 - 34, 
49%

35 - 44, 
25%

45 - 55, 
9%

55+, 
6%

AgeGender

25%

13%

47%

13%

2%

Less than $30,000

$30-000-$59,999

$60,000-$99,999

$100,000 -
$149,999

$150,000 or more

Household Income
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What is the most effective 

way to learn about 
graduate programs?

How do they search/research
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How do they search/research
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Are graduate students very likely 

to click on digital ads?  

How they search/research and contact
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Have graduate students warmed 

to virtual events since the 
pandemic began?  

How they search/research and contact
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Is cost most frequently driving 

enrollment decisions?  

Their priorities and concerns
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Their priorities and concerns

Are these 
available 

within 1 click? 
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How they prefer to make contact

Method(s) of First Contact Classroom Hybrid Online

Filled out an information request form on the 

school’s website 49% 60% 65%

Email the school 49% 55% 45%

Call the school 22% 25% 19%

Attend a recruitment event at the school 24% 26% 10%

Schedule a visit to the campus, virtual or in 

person 15% 17% 7%

Submit an application 30% 29% 30%
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What proportion of grad 

students expect a 
response within 24 hours?  

Their expectations
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Why is meeting their expectations 

so important?  

Their expectations
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How many of you admit students 

within one week?  

Their expectations
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Why is this important?  

Their expectations



All m aterial in this presentation, including text and im ages, is the property of RNL. Perm ission is required to reproduce inform ation.

Scott Jeffe
Vice President, Research -

Graduate and Online

Scott.jeffe@ruffalonl.com
917-923-2155

THANK YOU
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