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Think Like a Marketer: 5 Steps to Better Admissions Results



TODAY admissions professionals are being asked to work 
harder, smarter, and more creatively to identify, evaluate, 
admit, and enroll right-fit students. And—whether 
you realize it or not—you’re being asked to think like  
a marketer.
 

Turns out, quite a bit. 

You both need to understand what your customers want. 

You both need to find ways to communicate the value of 
what you have to offer in a way that your customers find 
compelling. 

And you both need to create great experiences that drive 
customer loyalty.

What do marketing and 
admissions have in common? 
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WHEN you think like a marketer, you’re better able 
to design strategies and tactics to meet the enrollment 
challenges that likely keep you up at night:

• identify and target prospects most likely to enroll?

• engage prospects across multiple channels with effective 
messages?

• turn simple transactions into great experiences my 
prospects will remember?

• conduct effective one-on-one marketing campaigns?

• better understand which tactics are working and which 
aren’t? 

• effectively measure my efforts and use the metrics 
toward improvement?

Today’s marketing professionals face many of same 
challenges you do. And they’re working hard to find better 
ways to understand their audiences and become truly 
customer-centric organizations. In the pages that follow, 
we’ve collected five lessons from marketing that you can 
apply to your admissions programs today. We think they’ll 
help you achieve better admissions results.  

How can I...
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IN MARKETING, the best results are driven by identifying—and investing in—high 
probability targets: the people most likely to respond to a particular message. In 
admissions, those targets are the prospects most likely to enroll. How can you identify 
and target prospects most likely to enroll? Start by thinking like a marketer.

FOCUS ON YOUR BRAND 

Fundamentally, marketing is all about the things you do to bring your brand—your 
unique identity—to life. Why does brand matter? If done right, brand differentiates your 
institution from its competition. It anchors your communications, guides your interactions, 
and, most importantly, helps you articulate the value your institution offers potential 
students. When the consultants leave and the new tagline goes up on your institutional 
website, it’s time to start thinking about how you can turn that idea into messages that 
will resonate.

LEARN MORE

‘Marketing Your Niche’ 
liaison-intl.com/blog/marketingyourniche/

STAY 
FOCUSEDST
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FOCUS ON YOUR SEGMENT

The best marketers know that trying to be all things to all people is a dead end. Marketers create 
“buyer personas,” detailed profiles of customers drawn from demographic data, client interviews, and 
secondary research. Creating student personas can help admissions professionals develop a more focused 
understanding of the students they are trying to reach. 

Build your personas by capturing demographic data, but also include student goals, motivations, and 
challenges. (Ball State University provides a handy template to get you started). The more data you have 
and the more specific it is, the more successful you will be at matching your institution’s unique value to 
the right prospective student.

LEARN MORE 

Learn more about buyer personas here:  
www.buyerpersona.com/what-is-a-buyer-persona 
and here: tonyzambito.com/resources/

FOCUS ON YOUR MESSAGE

Keep this statistic in mind: According to the National Center for Biotechnology, our attention span has 
declined from 12 seconds in 2000 to 8.25 seconds in 2015. Now, let’s consider the case of Audrey Felsinger, 
who is a rising senior thinking about majoring in theater and dance. Her GPA is 3.3. The last Viewbook she 
received was 54 pages long. On page 32, 137 words described the historic theater building. On page 10, 
she learned that the average SAT score of attending students was 700.

If you’re thinking like a marketer, you’ll want to target prospective students whose profiles match your 
admissions criteria and deliver focused, relevant messaging. Is Audrey a high-probability candidate? 
Maybe she is, but in the few seconds her attention was engaged, she could only absorb a required SAT 
score she thinks she’ll never be able to match. Game over.

https://cms.bsu.edu/-/media/WWW/DepartmentalContent/CMS/Resources/Sample Persona Template Ben Anderson.pdf
http://www.buyerpersona.com/what-is-a-buyer-persona
http://tonyzambito.com/resources/
http://www.statisticbrain.com/attention-span-statistics/
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TODAY, effectively engaging prospects across multiple channels requires new levels 
of personalization. Many marketers today are replacing mass marketing (advertising, 
direct mail, brochure-ware) with one-to-one marketing tactics (personalized messages 
delivered through multiple channels).  In the world of one-to-one marketing, delivering 
the right message to the right person at the right time and through the right channels 
can be a game-changer.

UNDERSTAND YOUR AUDIENCE

Sarah, a rising senior from Massachusetts, received over 10 pounds of marketing materials 
from more than 50 institutions before she even started her last year of high school. Most of 
it was never opened. Why? Because most it was bland, undifferentiated, and impersonal. 
For a 17-year-old student who loves to shop online, has 752 friends on Facebook, and 
only communicates by texting, these formal and impersonal communications were 
entirely alien. 

LEARN MORE

‘Recruiting Campaigns for High School Juniors’  
liaison-intl.com/blog/recruiting-campaigns-for-
high-school-juniors/

http://www.liaison-intl.com/blog/recruiting-campaigns-for-high-school-juniors/ 
http://www.liaison-intl.com/blog/recruiting-campaigns-for-high-school-juniors/ 


CUT THROUGH THE NOISE

But some did catch her attention. A postcard from a Catholic college that promised to unite the heart and 
the mind incorporated her name into a design that invited her to log on to a website created just for her. 
A QR code on the back let her discover more about the school. Why did this tactic work? It was relevant to 
her interests, personalized just for her, delivered in a way that could be absorbed quickly, and it gave her 
an opportunity to interact with the school on her own terms. 

LEARN MORE  

‘The Future of Viewbooks’ 
eduwebinarseries.com/archive/

COMMUNICATE ACROSS MULTIPLE CHANNELS 

When Sarah logged on to her personal landing page, she provided the school with a little more information 
about herself, her interests, and her aspirations. She received a text within hours inviting her to the next 
open house. A print-on-demand brochure designed specifically for her followed two days later. 

LEARN MORE  

‘Make Texting a Part of Your Admissions Marketing’  
liaison-intl.com/blog/make-texting-a-part-of-your-admissions-marketing/
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CREATE GREAT 
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IN THE DRIVE to reach high-probability prospective students with 
timely, relevant messages, it’s easy to forget that every interaction 
you have with a prospect—good and bad—creates an impression. 
Today’s savvy marketers know that how you sell is just as important 
as what you sell and customer-centric philosophies continue to drive 
organizational change. 

COMMUNICATE ACROSS THE RIGHT CHANNELS

Prospective students live in an always-on technology environment 
that gives them myriad options for interacting with your institution. 
Be ready to respond—immediately—across multiple channels and 
with engaging content. Think about how you can integrate relevant 
messages across different platforms including email, web, text, voice, 
and print.
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CREATE GREAT EXPERIENCES

MAKE IT INTERACTIVE

Today, 75% of all teenagers have access to a smartphone. Of those over 90% use them to go online daily. 
Today marketing campaigns integrate at least three media channels and almost half link printed materials 
to online digital assets. You should optimize all of these media for mobile devices. Take advantage of text 
messages and even augmented reality—the layering of digital data onto a physical object or places—to 
spur engagement. These tactics can provide valuable information about a prospect’s behavior that will 
make subsequent communications even more engaging. 

LEARN MORE

‘Using Text Messages to Convert Inquiries to Applicants’ 
liaison-intl.com/blog/using-text-messages-to-convert-inquiries-to-applicants/

MAKE IT HELPFUL

The commitment you’re asking a student—or a parent—to make to your institution is significant. 
Demonstrate your appreciation by giving your admissions staff the ability to proactively respond to student 
needs. A system that tracks student interactions with your website can help staff make more focused, 
helpful calls to prospective students. And they can make those calls within minutes, rather than days. That 
kind of personal, immediate attention can make all the difference to your engagement efforts.

Check out how you can deliver great experiences to prospective students  
www.myviewbookdemo.com
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HOW IMPORTANT is follow through? Companies that contact potential customers 
within an hour of receiving queries are nearly seven times as likely to have meaningful 
conversations with key decision makers as companies that contact those prospects even 
an hour later. Still, not quite a third of companies are doing it. Similarly, in the admissions 
world, immediate and relevant follow-through can make a significant difference in 
application volume and yield rates. And yet, while schools talk about creating personal 
relationships, few are engaging their prospects in truly effective one-to-one experiences.

REACH OUT FASTER

Marketers use automated response systems to reach customers faster. Some admissions 
programs are following suit, adopting automated fulfillment systems that help them 
respond effectively to inquiries. When a prospect fills out an inquiry form at Franklin Pierce 
University in New Hampshire, an automated fulfillment system generates a personal 
landing page augmented by a series of personalized emails. Within 24 hours of the initial 
inquiry, a personalized print piece is mailed to the prospect as well. Communications are 
immediate, personal, and relevant. 

FOLLOW
THROUGHSTEP
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FOLLOW THROUGH

REACH OUT FURTHER

Marketing dedicates whole programs to “influencers”—those people who are not direct buyers, but 
who influence buying decisions. In admissions, those influencers are typically parents and families. Using 
personalized print pieces, sent to the family address, is a great way to capture the attention of these key 
influencers and make your institution the topic of discussion at the dinner table.
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LEARN MORE  

‘The Importance of Parent Communication’ 
liaison-intl.com/blog/parentcommunication/

REACH ACROSS SILOS

Many institutions have robust marketing departments that manage brand, messaging, and outreach. 
Understanding how your one-to-one efforts work in relation to marketing’s broader outreach efforts is key 
to more cohesive, effective marketing plans. Build bridges between admissions and marketing so that 
both departments understand what campaigns are being launched, to whom, and why.

http://www.liaison-intl.com/blog/parentcommunication/


DETERMINE YOUR METRICS

Determining what metrics to capture and track can be a daunting task. Are yield rates 
going up or down? Who enrolled this year? What was their academic profile? What 
communications did they receive? What conversations did they have with your admissions 
representatives? How many conversations did they have? Who’s reading your Viewbook? 
How are they responding to your content? How did prospect interact with your website? 
What information did they download? How successful were the campaigns you launched 
to convert inquiries into applications?

TRACK
EVERYTHINGST
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DECIDE WHAT COUNTS

Aaron Mahl, writing for University Business, suggests beginning by analyzing inquiry data to track how 
different source codes convert at different points in the admissions funnel and then using CRM tools to 
capture what messages were most effective. Better marketing automation tools will help you look at those 
messages by campaign, so that you can track the full range of tactics used with different student cohorts 
and measure your success against enrollment rates. 

BE GRANULAR

The systems you use will determine in large part how refined your tracking will be. Look for tools that 
help you track efforts across all channels. Don’t make the mistake of measuring channel performance in 
isolation—look at whether combining print  with personal landing pages provides an uptick or whether text 
combined with email is more successful than email alone. 

LEARN MORE 

‘Embrace Your Inner Geek – 5 Strategies for Making Better Use of Your Admissions Data’  
info.liaison-intl.com/innergeek
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WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO THINK LIKE A MARKETER? 

Focus your message, keep it relevant, engage your prospects with great experiences, follow through 
by responding faster than your competitors, and measure your efforts. Think like a marketer and your 
prospects will be more engaged, your staff will be more effective, and your recruiting efforts will yield 
better results.

LEARN MORE  

‘5 Steps for Admissions to Think Like Marketers’ 
eduwebinarseries.com/archive/

Marketing Automation: More Strategies for Higher Ed Marketing 
liaison-intl.com/blog/marketing-automation-strategies-for-higher-ed-marketing-2/

Liaison helps higher education institutions identify, recruit, and enroll best-fit students with improved 
outreach, application, and enrollment processes. More than 4,500 programs rely on our admissions 
management and marketing automation software and services to reach prospective students, streamline 
administrative tasks, and create exceptional experiences for applicants across the full enrollment cycle—
from first interest to first day on campus.
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