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Optimizing Organic Traffic to Your Website

Discussion Guide

The Importance of Organic Traffic

SEO is a Process, Not an Event 

Getting it “Done”
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The Importance of 

Organic Traffic
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Taking Stock…

Is SEO part of your 

institutional enrollment 

marketing strategy?Q
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The Website is the Way

RNL, Gigg, ModernCampus, Plexuss, & StudentBridge (2023). 2023 E-Expectations Trend Report. Ruffalo Noel Levitz.
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Search Engines Lead the Way: To College

RNL, Gigg, ModernCampus, Plexuss, & StudentBridge (2023). 2023 E-Expectations Trend Report. Ruffalo Noel Levitz.
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Source: 2023 Graduate Student Recruitment Report, RNL

Search Engines Lead the Way: To Grad School
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Search Engines Lead the Way: To Online Programs

Source: 2022 Online Student Recruitment Report, RNL
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The Path from Web Search to Enrollment

HIGHER SEARCH 
RANKINGS

MORE WEBSITE 
VISITS

HIGHER
CONVERSIONS

STRONGER 
ENROLLMENTS
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National click-through rates by ranking position

Source: Advanced Web Ranking, June 2023, www.advancedwebranking.com/ctrstudy/

http://www.advancedwebranking.com/ctrstudy/
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Organic Traffic Drives Enrollment Conversion

Approximately 50% of all higher 

education website traffic comes 
from search engines.

77% of students will use a search 

engine to access a website EVEN if they 
know which school they want to look up.

Organic leads are approximately 

7X more likely to convert compared

 to other sources. 

Organic
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Obstacles to Website Engagement

RNL, Gigg, ModernCampus, Plexuss, & StudentBridge (2023). 2023 E-Expectations Trend Report. Ruffalo Noel Levitz.
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SEO is a Process, 

Not an Event 
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Taking Stock…

How often do you think about 

SEO performance?Q
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Why is SEO an Ongoing Process?

Search engines continuously 
modify ranking factors and 

algorithms

User behavior 
changes over time

Competitors
grow, change, 
and advance

The online market is 
constantly changing

Content development is 
a continuous process
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Search is the Pathway to Academic Discovery
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Evolving Student Information Needs: Undergrad

What information is important to prospective students?
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Evolving Student Information Needs: Grad
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Ranking factors continue to evolve

Ongoing Algorithm Updates: Page Experience

March 2021

July 2022

Google announces plans to use Core web vitals 
as a ranking factor

BrightEdge initial research found that for 
Education related and finance-related queries, 
there did not appear to be a correlation between 
higher ranking and better core web vitals

August 2021

Updated BrightEdge Research on CWV 
confirms a 27% improvement in Page 
experience score across the top performing 
Education sites

February 2022 Google formally rolls out the Page Experience 
update

https://www.brightedge.com/blog/core-web-vitals-preparing-page-experience-update
https://videos.brightedge.com/share21/BE-ResearchRanking.pdf
https://www.brightedge.com/blog/core-web-vitalsone-year-later
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Education searches continue to grow

Evolving Search Trends and Growing Traffic
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Evolving Search Trends and Growing Traffic

Logistical Topics

Time to completion is a topic that’s stabilizing from its peak but still 180% of January 2019 demand

Tuition continues to be a growing area of concern for students with 141% of pre pandemic search demand
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Academic program demand trends

Evolving Search Trends and Growing Traffic

Subjects & Courses
January of 2023 is 125% of January 2019 levels

August of 2022 (peak seasonality) was 127% of Aug 2018 
interest
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Getting It 

“Done”
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Lead 

Generation

Paid 

digital

Existing 

Leads & 

Partnerships

Organic 
(SEO)

Traditional 
media

Organic is Part of an Integrated Media Strategy

Complement and offset 

investments in paid 

marketing by growing 

your organic footprint 

over time



26

The elephant in the room

• Rise of Bing GPT

• Increasing importance of user-generated content 
– comments, reviews

• Structured data (schema) – for careers, jobs, etc.

• Topical authority – long-tail content  

• Backlinking and digital PR

• Use of Chat GPT to iterate user-focused content

The AI Shift
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1. Ensure your website loads quickly and is free of technical “errors”

2. Develop a “sticky” user experience that engages users, keeps them 
clicking through your site

3. Pursue a back-linking strategy driven by digital PR

4. Leverage internal linking

5. Develop keyword-driven, benefits-focused content

Getting it Done
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Strong Content Still Drives Results

Research Write Improve
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Focus on pages that will increase new traffic and enrollments

• Department pages: Introductory “hub” 
sections within each department.

• Program pages: For targeted degree 
programs. If combined with paid ads, 
include these programs for the SEO project.

• Adjacent content: Blog/article pages that 
tie to programs to provide deeper detail 
and enhance search rankings

Choosing Pages of Focus
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Long-Tail Content
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Long-Tail Content Gets You to the Top of the SERP
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Long-Tail Content Also Drives AI Results
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Website Technical Auditing
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Common errors

Website Technical Auditing

URLS: best practices and keywords

Title Tags: formatting, character length and keywords

Meta Descriptions: present, written to entice click-throughs from search results pages

H1 Headings: present on every page and incorporate keywords

Internal Linking: sufficient cross-links to relevant content, incorporating keywords/descriptive words

Clear calls to action and enrollment engagement
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Reduce Duplicate Content

www

Graduate

Business

Marketing 

subcat subcat

Programs

Faculty

Graduate

Business

Marketing

subcat subcat

Programs

Online 

Graduate

Business

Marketing

subcat subcat

Programs

Search engines want to be driven to the best page for each 

search query without having to decide between multiple 
pages on a single domain
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SERP rankings, Organic Traffic, Lead Generation

1. Higher rankings in search engine 
results for keywords and concepts 
associated with your programs

2. More page entrances originating 
from organic search

3. Greater enrollment-related site 
engagement

4. More conversions (inquiries) 
originating from organic search

Measure Your Success



Thank You!

Bob Stewart
VP Graduate and Online Partnerships

Bob.Sstewart@RuffaloNL.com

Vaughn Shinkus
Vice President & Senior Consultant, RNL

Vaughn.Shinkus@RuffaloNL.com
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