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The Enrollment Landscape: 
Trends, Tech, and Tactics
Keyana M. Scales, EdD | Senior Vice President
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Agenda for Today

• Higher Education Trends

• Syncing Audiences and Communication

• Student Success Strategies

• Leveraging Modern Technology

• Discussion
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Higher Education 
Trends
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Enrollment Today: Challenges & Opportunities

Market Trends Challenges 
and Needs

75% of 4-year colleges will be test optional

CRM integration to maximize efficiency, effectiveness,
 and ROI 

Increased volume at the top of the funnel with alternative 
sources of names and inquiries

Smarter analytics to optimize media spend and inform 
recruitment strategies

More engagement and greater velocity in moving students 
through the funnel 

33% of institutions purchased 
predictive analytics

70% of students bypass direct marketing 
and search on their own

15% decline in enrollment since 2010, 
and impending "cliff"
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The graduate education market is experiencing a 
“correction” to pre-pandemic incremental rates of growth1

See more in the full report
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Fully online (and to a lesser extent partially online) 
expansion is driving graduate enrollment growth2

See more in the full report

Online Dominance?

2025
The number of 
students choosing to 
enroll in fully online 
programs will 
overtake classroom 
students no later 
than 2025. 
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Understanding Your 
Audience
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The data are clear—students and parents need to be engaged

Understanding the needs of today’s students

• 79 —average number of times a student 
unlocks their phone each day

• 98% of students consider financial 
aid and scholarship as somewhat or very 
important in enrollment decision

• 70% of students bypass direct 
marketing and search on their own

• 99% of parents say they are involved in 
the search process

Top channels
• Website 
• Email
• Video
• Social Media 
• Text

Top desired content 
• Academic programs
• Cost/Aid
• What the community is like 
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Why have student expectations changed?
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Personalization, 
Content, Channels
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How to Win

Create 
communications 
flows that engage 
prospects with 
relevant content in 
multiple channels 

Personalization

Daily, 
12%

2-3 times 
per week, 

35%
Once per 

week, 
30%

Every other 
week, 12%

Once a 
month, 

10%

Follow Up: How OftenPersonalized 
email, 54%

Non-
personalized 

email, 6%

Text 
message, 

18%

Phone 
call, 13%

"Snail" 
mail, 7%

Follow Up: How

Source: 2022 Online Student Recruitment Report, RNL
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How to Win

Early personalized 
communication is 
essential

Personalization

Very 
important, 15%

Important, 49%

Importance of Personalized Communication 
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How to Win

The best programs 
with the best 
marketing, are 
stunted by ineffective 
cultivation and follow 
up 

Personalization
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How to Win

Information students are 
willing to share on a form 
for personalized content

Personalization
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How to Win

Respond quickly – within 
minutes or hours – or risk 
losing the student and/or 
creating a bad “first 
impression.

Personalization

Source: 2022 Online Student Recruitment Report, RNL
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Personalization
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How to Win

Ensure that professional 
recruiters are responding 
first, and in early follow 
up contact. 

Personalization
Follow Up: Who 

Follow Up: What

Source: 2023 Graduate Student Recruitment Report, RNL
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How to Win

Ensure your admissions 
notification is as close to 
one week as possible. 

Personalization

Source: 2022 Online Student Recruitment Report, RNL
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How to Win

Marketing strategy should 
integrate multiple 
channels and tactics and 
blend digital and 
traditional.

Channels

Source: 2022 Online Student Recruitment Report, RNL
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How to Win

Make the case for YOUR 
program in comparison 
with your competitors 
(which ARE local). 

Content

1, 
33%

2, 
40%

3, 
17%

4 or 
more, 
10%

Less 
than 
25 

miles, 
38%

25-50, 
27%

51-75, 
11%

76-100, 
6%

100+, 
17%

How Far AwayHow Many Programs

Source: 2023 Graduate Student Recruitment Report, RNL
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Channels

74% of Students 
Find Social Media 
Posts Useful
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Channels

PREFERRED SOCIAL MEDIA FOR 
GRADUATE PROGRAM INFO

PREFERRED CONTENT ON SOCIAL

Videos

Photos

Links to news

Short text

Event invites

Live events
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Channel and Content

Where are students clicking on college or university ads?



RNL   25

Channels

Personalization with social media 
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How to Win

Program-specific 
personas should be 
developed in order to 
maximize the click-
through rate. 

Content and Audience

Digital Media

Did you click on digital ads during search? 

Source: 2023 Graduate Student Recruitment Report, RNL
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How to Win

Digital marketing (multi-
channel/platform) is 
essential to ensuring 
students know your 
programs 

Channel and Content

Ensure adequate 
investment: CLP/CPE 
have increased with added 
competition. You cannot 
win the student if they 
don’t know you exist. 

Focus your strategy: 
Student personas will help 
ensure you are connecting 
with the right prospects.

Select the right 
channels: Success relies 
on a multi-channel 
approach that matches 
where prospects are 
looking. 

Continually optimize for 
success: There is no “set 
it an forget it.” Algorithms 
etc. require regular 
evaluation of ROI. 

Track regulatory 
changes: The regulatory 
environment is in constant 
flux and as such must be 
monitored and adjusted 
for. 
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Personalization, Content, Channels…at 
Scale 

Engagement channels
• Email
• Print
• Video Virtual Experiences
• Direct Mail 
• Text
• Calling with Visual Caller ID
• Online Community
• Parent Engagement Platform
• Digital Tactics: 

 Social Media
 Custom Audience Matched
 Look-alike campaigns
 Location-based
 Retargeting 

Top desired 
content 
• Academic programs
• Costs/Scholarships
• Community attribution 

(fit)
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Supporting Student 
Success
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From an enrollment perspective, 
why assess student satisfaction?
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To gather feedback from your 
students to inform multiple 
campus efforts
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How to Win

Prioritize Efforts Using Student Data

Recruitm
ent: Student satisfaction data 

provides the student 
perspective to impact 
multiple campus efforts

Recruitment: Identifying student-
perceived strengths to inform key areas 
you want to emphasize in marketing 
materials. 

Focus your strategy: Student 
personas will help ensure you 
are connecting with the right 
prospects.

Strategic Planning: Providing the student 
voice for institutional strengths and 
challenges along with an understanding of 
why students choose to attend your 
institution and if you are their first choice. 

Accreditation: Documenting 
satisfaction shifts over time 
to reflect where your 
institution is actively working 
to best serve your students.  

Retention/Student Success: By 
working to improve the student 
experience in areas that students 
value, you are more likely to retain 
the students you worked hard to 
recruit.
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Why, What, Who, When, How

WHY? To understand the perceptions of your students to inform and guide institutional efforts 
for student success, strategic planning, accreditation, and recruitment messaging. 

WHAT? The RNL Student Satisfaction-Priorities Surveys (SPS): 
• Student Satisfaction Inventory (students at four-year and two-year institutions)
• Adult Student Priorities Survey (graduate students and adult undergrad at four-year 

institutions)
• Priorities Survey for Online Learners (students in online learning programs, 

undergrad and grad levels)

WHO? Entire student population, with the ability to view the data for demographic 
subpopulations. 

WHEN? Either the fall or the spring semester – or on another timeline that works best for you; 
recommended to gather data on an every-other-year cycle. 

HOW? Online administrations through RNL’s system; Email invitations or QR codes for 
invitations; Typical response rates are 20% for a representative sample.

RNL Satisfaction-Priorities Surveys
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Early identification + early intervention to increase student 
success

Graduation
Years Two 

through 
Graduation

Year OneIntake

MYSA
Mid-Year Student 

Assessment

SYSA
Second-Year 

Student 
Assessment

CSI 
College Student Inventory
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From an enrollment perspective, 
why assess student motivation?
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To protect your recruitment 
investment by keeping students 
enrolled once they arrive
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Why, What, Who, When, How

WHY? To proactively understand and address the motivations, needs (academic and non-
academic) and receptivity to campus supports of your newest students. Informs 
individual advising, program evaluation and development. The survey results 
directly impact individual student retention and institutional graduate rates. Clients 
report, on average, a 2-3% increase in retention.

WHAT? The RNL Retention Management Surveys (RMS):
• College Student Inventory (incoming undergraduate, graduate, transfer, adult and 

online students at four-year and two-year institutions)
• Mid-Year Student Assessment (CSI post-assessment; re-assess students at the 

mid-point of their first year)
• Second-Year Student Assessment (undergraduate students entering their 2nd year)

WHO? Incoming student population(s), with the ability to view the data for subpopulations.
WHEN? Fall and spring (if applicable) semesters; recommended to gather data annually.
HOW? Online administrations through RNL’s system; Admissions checklist, Orientation, First 

Year Experience, and Email invitations; Typical response rates are 80%.

RNL Retention Management Surveys
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Using Data to drive 
Action
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Leveraging Analytics

How Data-Driven Decisions 
Drives Success

• Manage Communication Flow

• Prioritize Outreach

• Territory Management
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Data-Driven Prescriptive Action: Enhanced Analytics
Modeling
Inquiry, Applicant, Admit (Example)

Action: Intensify marketing outreach for 
the students most likely to apply and those 
highly engaged.

Action: Optimize channel mix and test 
new strategies to drive engagement.

Analytics drives strategy and 
content for all audiences

Highly Engaged Somewhat Engaged Not Engaged

H
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y
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Student Behaviors and Campus Investment

• Understand where students go for information and what channels they use. 

• Prioritize information for what prospective students and families are looking in the college search.

• Be proactive with the value/cost information across a variety of channels.

• Align your strategic investments to those areas that will have the greatest return.
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Need to Consider…
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Summary
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All material in this presentation, including text and images, is the property of RNL. 
Permission is required to reproduce information.

Thank You!
Keyana Scales, EdD
Senior Vice President
Keyana.Scales@RuffaloNL.com
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Appendix
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social media/display/google ads   |   Emails

EDU-AD AWARDS
SLIVER WINNER

Florida A&M University Undergraduate
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Student Search and Engagement Campaign
EDU-AD AWARDS

SLIVER WINNER

Pacific Lutheran University Undergraduate
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University of Saint Francis – Inquiry Nurturing + Conversion

letter from enrollment coach + FAQ sheet

application completion push postcard

letter from program director + program-specific brochure

application completion self-mailer

welcome brochure + acceptance certificate 
to admitted students

Undergraduate
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free books promo – paid social

application finish push – display + paid social

post-inquiry landing page

application submission confirmation email

University of Saint Francis – Inquiry Nurturing + Conversion Undergraduate
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social media + display ads

Saint Mary’s College (IN) Undergraduate
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Mount St. Mary’s University MD MHA

social media & display ads  |  landing page  |  full landing page

Undergraduate
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social media + display  | email

Southern Utah University Undergraduate
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direct mail

Southern Utah University Undergraduate
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Cost To Market and 
Recruit
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Cost to recruit an undergraduate student

© Copyright 2022, Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC, 2022 Cost of Recruiting an Undergraduate Student Report
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Cost to recruit a single student

© Copyright 2022, Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC, 2022 Cost of Recruiting an Undergraduate Student Report
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Cost to recruit a single student 
minus personnel cost

© Copyright 2022, Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC, 2022 Cost of Recruiting an Undergraduate Student Report
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Budget

© Copyright 2022, Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC, 2022 Cost of Recruiting an Undergraduate Student Report
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Budget allocation (private)

© Copyright 2022, Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC, 2022 Cost of Recruiting an Undergraduate Student Report
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Budget allocation (public)

© Copyright 2022, Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC, 2022 Cost of Recruiting an Undergraduate Student Report
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Total Marketing Budget for Online Programs

© Copyright 2022 RNL | 2022 Online Program Marketing and Recruitment Practices

Successful Institutions Spend 
between 1% & 3% of their operating 
budget on Marketing.
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Typical allocation of marketing budgets

© Copyright 2022 RNL | 2022 Online Program Marketing and Recruitment Practices
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Possible Future 
Budget Investment 

Areas
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Private institutions 

Possible Future Budget Investment Areas
Higher 
priority

Website (content, functionality, SEO, etc.) 75%
Operational efficiency 42%
Digital advertising 39%
Campus events 39%
Search engine optimization 28%
Digital lead generation 25%

Lower 
priority

Chatbot 97%
Streaming digital audio (Spotify, Pandora, etc.) 94%
Traditional advertising (TV, radio, newspaper, magazine, billboard, etc.) 92%
Virtual tours 78%
Personalized video 75%
Traditional communication channels (email, direct mail, and telephone) 72%
Text messaging 67%
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Public institutions

Possible Future Budget Investment Areas

Higher 
priority

Website (content, functionality, SEO, etc.) 71%
Operational efficiency 42%
Campus events 38%
Digital advertising 25%

Lower 
priority

Streaming digital audio (Spotify, Pandora, etc.) 96%
Traditional advertising (TV, radio, newspaper, magazine, billboard, 
etc.)

92%

Chatbot 88%
Personalized video 79%
Virtual tours 75%
Traditional communication channels (email, direct mail, and 
telephone)

75%

Text messaging 67%



RNL   66

Privates 

Anticipated Changes To Activity Allocations In The Next 12-24 Months

%
Events 56%
Travel 53%
Student search 50%
Digital advertising 50%
Web services (i.e., SEO, consulting, 
general maintenance) 41%

%
CRM costs 78%
Chat 74%
Transfer recruitment 67%

% of respondents who anticipate an increase or a decrease in 
this budget area 

Anticipated 
increase

Anticipated 
decrease
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Publics  

Anticipated changes to activity allocations in the next 12-24 months

%
Travel 67%
Events 54%
Prospective student 
communications (phone, email, 
direct mail, and texting) 

46%

Transfer recruitment 42%
Digital Advertising 39%

%
International recruitment 73%
Traditional advertising 71%
Web services (i.e., SEO, consulting, 
general maintenance) 67%

Anticipated 
increase

Anticipated 
decrease
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Top actions students take after other key activities

Communication Channels

After viewing a virtual tour or 
virtual reality video

1. Schedule a visit

2. Fill out a form for more 
information

3. Follow the school’s social 
pages

4. Continue examining the 
website

5. Start an application

After clicking on an ad’s link

1. Look for information on 
school’s website

2. Watch a video

3. Follow the school’s social 
pages

4. Fill out a form for more 
information

5. Take a virtual tour

Top actions after an online chat

1. Start an application

2. Fill out a form for more 
information

3. Have a phone conversation 
with an enrollment team 
member

4. Follow the school’s social 
pages

5. Look for information on the 
website

As high school students approach graduation, their methods of inquiring with colleges become more direct.
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Email 

Communication Channels

• Only 20 percent of 12th grade students remembered at least one email from a college 
or university, but here is what they said made emails memorable: 

It was from one of the schools they were interested in. 
They used their name, and that made them feel 
special. 
They were simple, and they could understand them. 
They were positive messages. 
They used humor (they were funny). 
They had a link to a video. 
The content was interesting in a way that left them 
wanting to know more. 
They were honest and straightforward (no gimmicks). 
They had a link to a virtual tour. 

They invited them to visit (an easy way to schedule). 
They invited them to meet with a rep who was going to 
be in their high school or in their area. 
They invited them to ask a question from a live person 
(via chat).
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Direct mail 

Communication Channels
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Texting

Communication Channels

Students are increasingly more open to receiving text messages from 
colleges and universities, even early in their college search process. 
Our respondents provided more details on when they want to receive 
text messages and the content they prefer.
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Texting 

Communication Channels

• Text messages are a great follow-up strategy for students who want to receive them. More than half 
said they were willing to receive a text message as a follow-up to an inquiry.

What content
are students
interested in
receiving via
text message?
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Phone calls

Communication Channels

• Calling remains a strong engagement opportunity with prospective students. No other channel 
allows the same level of one-on-one engagement as a call to a student. And many students are 
willing to take a call as a follow-up to an inquiry or to even reach out to an institution via phone.
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Phone calls 

Communication Channels
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Phone calls 

Communication Channels
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• Analyze all paid 
efforts overall, but 
also by channel.

• Know and analyze 
the goals of each 
channel (i.e... 
Facebook vs Paid 
search, etc.)

• Most successful 
paid efforts are at 
the program level 
and include paid 
search, social, 
display, and 
programmatic 
plays.

Lead Source Reporting (Paid Digital)



RNL   77

Information on college websites 

College Websites
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Videos
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More students are watching videos from institutions

Videos

• As the social media results show, video is the most consumed form of media by prospective 
students online —making it a critical part of the recruitment process. More than 80 percent of 
students have viewed videos, and that number has increased significantly in the last two years. The 
vast majority also find them helpful.
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Video length and content

Videos

• Nearly three-quarters of students look at the running length of a video before 
deciding to watch it. They also want to see content that relates to the student 
experience and outcomes for graduates.
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Video length and content 

Videos
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Thank you for attending!

SPECIAL OFFER TO RNL
WORKSHOP PARTICIPANTS

$595 flat rate on 2024 
RNLNC registration!

Must register by 7/1/24
to receive this special offer.

Use code:
RNL595
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Questions

?


