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Planning should be informed by a data-informed understanding of market

Using market knowledge for 
communication planning

Market Intelligence Translated to Your 
Context

Integrated with Internal 
Data

Integrated into 
Planning

Operationalize
for Success
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The Graduate Market

1
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Graduate enrollment growth continues to be strong

*Source: RNL Analysis of National Student Clearinghouse
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We are on the cusp of TWO demographic cliffs
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When will those 18-Year-Olds Turn 33? 

Estimated Number of 33 Year Olds Projected Number of 33 Year Olds (2020 Census)

Projected Number of 33 Year Olds (2010 Census)

Grad enrollment is 
growing despite these 
demographics.

The ripple effect of the cliff(s) will likely impact 
graduate enrollments

Source: Estimated Number of 18-Year-Olds: U.S. Census Bureau 2017 estimates, 2023 estimates (first to be based on 2020 census data)

The Council of Graduate Schools has calculated the average age of a graduate student as 33 years old. 

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/popest/data/tables.html
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Why have student expectations changed?
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Online students are even more likely to be local than 
are classroom (or hybrid) 

Sources: RNL 2024 Online Student Report
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A landscape in flux

Graduate enrollment is facing unforeseen challenges
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Motivations & 
Expectations that Impact 

Communications Plans

2
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Graduate students are motivated by careers

Career 
Advancers

74%

Career 
Changers

12%

Personal 
Reasons

9%

Maintaining 
my current 

career
5%

91%
Report Related 

Career 
Information 
Important in 

Program Search

Sources: RNL 2025 Graduate Student Report
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*Note: data are organized by the percent of ALL respondents who indicated that each factor was important. 

Cost, future employment, and flexible course 
options drive enrollment decisions 

Source: RNL 2023 Graduate Student Report
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Keys to a successful growth strategy start 
in the recruitment process

69%
Expect an 
initial response 
within same 
business day 
and prefer a 
personalized 
email or text. 

45%
Expect 
communication 
at least once 
per week 
before applying. 

61%
Expect 
communication 
at least once 
per week after 
applying. 

70%
Expect to be 
admitted 
within one 
week of 
submitting a 
completed 
application. 

Sources: RNL 2023 and 2025 Graduate Student Report
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Graduate students prefer email communication, 
but a communications plan must include more

Sources: RNL 2023 Graduate Student Report
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Online students expect a speedy response both 
initially and throughout their experience

Source: 2024 Online Student Recruitment Report, RNL. 

Immediately
23%

Within 3 
hours
22%

Within 
24 hours

25%

More 
than 24 
hours
30%

Graduate

30%

42%

44%

That the program is not of high
quality

The program/school is not
equipped with adequate support

services

That I am not a priority/important
to that program/school

What does a slower than expected 
response signify to you?

Graduate

How soon after submitting an inquiry do you expect 
to hear from the program? 
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Graduate recruitment operations are responding faster than ever—
at both the inquiry and application stage 

…of students expect 
a personalized 
response same 
business day. 

60% of recruiters 
indicate that the first 
response is not 
personalized. 

65%

Sources: RNL 2023 Graduate Recruitment Report
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Grad programs have multiple stakeholders 
involved in admission decision making

This prevents many programs from being able to 
notify students in their preferred timeline

WHAT IS THE TYPICAL TIME UNTIL STUDENTS ARE NOTIFIED OF ADMISSION?
        ROLLING ADMISSIONS         FIXED ADMISSIONS

Sources: RNL 2023 Graduate Recruitment Report
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17%

32%
27%

9%

15%

Definitely

Very likely

Likely

Not likely

No

Why is all of this SO important? 

Likelihood of Enrolling:
First Program to Respond 

Likelihood of Enrolling:
First Program to Admit

21%

33%

31%

11%

5%

Definitely

Very likely

Likely

Not likely

No

Source: 2024 Online Student Recruitment Report, RNL. 
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Personalized attention is vital to successful 
recruitment and appreciate reminders

53%
Report personal 

contact as 
important in 

choosing their 
program

Regular Reminders from Programs Throughout the 
Funnel (“important and very important” All
From inquiry to application 80%
From application submission to acceptance 83%
From acceptance to registering for your classes 85%
From registering for classes to first day 83%
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Meeting personalization expectations may 
be easier than you think

Preferred Ways to Personalize Communication All

Send information on my program of interest 61%

Answer my questions quickly and accurately 61%

Use my first name in emails and communications 38%

Appear to know me and my situation when I make contact 33%

Use my first language in communications 28%

Share information reflecting/related to my demographic (age, background, etc.) 24%

Call me regularly to check in on my needs and questions 23%

Use my name in customized videos about my program 12%

Use my name in customized videos about financial aid/scholarships 6%

Sources: RNL 2025 Graduate Student Report
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Student Communication 
Preferences

3
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Institutional websites—the ultimate destination of 
the search—are a critical recruitment tool

Sources: RNL 2023 Graduate Student Report
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The web search is an early and important step 
for graduate students

3%

10%

23%

48%

71%

I didn't use search tools

I clicked on ads I saw online or in social
media.

I used voice search through a virtual
assistant.

I reviewed program pages without using a
search engine.

I typed keywords into a search engine.

First Step in Web Search

Sources: RNL 2025 Graduate Student Report

Search Results Clicked on Most Often Used All
Organic (unpaid) results 54%
Paid ads or sponsored results 20%
I don't pay attention to which they are 14%
The results in an AI-driven summary at top of the page 11%
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Use of AI in graduate program search

Yes
37%

No, but I 
would be 

open to it in 
the future

38%

No, and I am 
not planning 

to
19%

I'm not sure
6%

Use of AI in Search

73%
Agree that AI-derived program 
information is accurate

How AI Was Used in Program Search All
Program research 63%
Scholarship research 46%
Career planning 43%
Essay writing 40%
Application assistance 27%

Sources: RNL 2025 Graduate Student Report
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One in ten institutions has incorporated AI into its 
marketing efforts 

Source: RNL 2023 Recruitment Report
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Nearly all graduate students click on search results 
that match what they are searching for and remember 
ads on social 

12%

13%

14%

19%

20%

35%

36%

47%

55%

Live radio

Billboards, buses or other “outdoor” sites

Streaming radio

Podcasts

Broadcast/cable TV

Streaming TV

Websites I visit

YouTube and other video providers

Social media sites

Where ads were seen

Sources: RNL 2025 Graduate Student Report

Reasons for Clicking Search Results All
The result best matches what I'm searching for. 75%
The institution/program name is familiar to me. 36%
The result appears at the top of the page. 36%
The result is not labeled as an ad or “sponsored.” 16%
The result is labeled as “sponsored” or an ad. 2%
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Watched Videos    Online Grad Students Researching Specific Programs

Online students learn about programs of interest by 
watching videos (and reading material)

33%

32%

38%

48%

Read printed/online rankings 
guides (US News, Peterson’s, 

etc.)

Watched videos on YouTube or
elsewhere

Watched videos on program
pages/college websites

Visited other websites

Yes, 
76%

No, 24%

Did you watch videos during your 
search? 

Sources: RNL 2024 Online Student Report
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Digital channels lead specific channels and platforms, with 
paid search, organic SEO, and social media being rated as 
most effective at generating leads

Source: RNL 2023 Recruitment Report
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Cost and program rankings were most effective 
digital ad content

55%
Clear cost 
breakdown

54%
Highlighted 

program rankings

41%
Student 

testimonials

35%
Videos showcasing 

campus life or 
program

32%
Alumni success 

stories

5%
I did not or will not 

click on any 
digital ads

Sources: RNL 2025 Graduate Student Report
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Things to Do Today

4
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What does this mean for Graduate Communication 
planning?

1

2

3

4

5

Lead with career outcomes in messaging.

Invest in search + social (YouTube, Meta) for full-funnel strategy, brand equity.

Emphasize value: Cost, flexibility, career ROI.

Aim for 1st response within 1 day via personalized email/text, and 
1-week admissions decision timeline.

Personalize the journey across the funnel.

Findings from the RNL 
2023 Graduate Student 
Recruitment Report
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Thank you!

Jessica Ickes
Vice President

Market and Research Services - RNL
Jessica.ickes@ruffalonl.com 

Anuja Siraj
Associate Vice President

Digital Strategy – RNL
Anuja.siraj@ruffalonl.com

mailto:Jessica.ickes@ruffalonl.com
mailto:Anuja.siraj@ruffalonl.com
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