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YOU’RE NOT ALONE.
If you’re worried about meeting 
your enrollment goals this year, 
you’re not alone. Inside Higher 
Education’s annual survey of 
admissions directors revealed 
that close to 80% of admissions 
leaders are worried about meeting 
enrollment goals in 2014. 

That concern isn’t misplaced. 
With the number of college-
bound high school graduates 
reaching its lowest point in several 
decades, the competition for 
undergraduate and graduate 
students has become even fiercer. 

At the same time, demographic 
shifts have prompted whole new 
student populations to seek out 
postsecondary and advanced 
degrees, and new technologies 
are transforming how they are 
assessing their options. 
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Enrolling the right students 
really is getting harder. 

You see it every day.

• More students are collecting data 
about your institution before you 
ever identify them as prospects, 
hampering your ability to 
communicate early and effectively

• More students are applying to 
multiple institutions, increasing 
the volume of applications your 
team has to process during the 
admissions cycle

• Admissions cycles start earlier and 
end later than ever before, and 
the tools you have to manage 
an “always-on” process are 
inadequate or obsolete

• Rival institutions are reaching 
beyond their traditional student 
profile to meet their enrollment 
goals —putting the pressure on 
you to do the same 

• Competing toolsets and 
fragmented prospect data hinder 
your ability to identify, evaluate, 
and select best-fit students

• With more students applying to 
more schools, understanding—
and predicting—yield rates has 
become even more difficult

Every step of the admissions 
funnel presents a challenge—
and an opportunity.

Successful admissions operations 
will need to optimize every stage 
of the admissions process—from 
your students’ first contact with your 
institution to their first day in class. 

In this eBook we offer six steps to 
help you:

• Build authentic conversations 
with your prospects

• Use data more strategically to 
foster relationships and 
predict outcomes 

• Connect and streamline 
fragmented admissions processes 



STEP

1

Start conversations early to 
influence decisions.

You’re not the only one 
feeling pressure. 

Today’s high school and college students 
are being asked to plan earlier and 
compete harder to earn a place at the 
table. That means, to be effective, you 
can’t wait for the traditional “inquiry”. 
Instead, you need to reach them where 
they are and as early as possible. 

It sounds easy enough. But admissions 
processes, and the systems that support 
them, haven’t quite caught up. Student 
search is great for uncovering rising 
seniors or graduate exam takers. But 
by that time, students have often made 
their enrollment decisions. Reaching back 
further is key, but it requires different 
data—and a different approach. 

Make your conversations real.
Students thinking about college or 
graduate school are fundamentally 
thinking about their futures. They’re 
pondering big questions about what to 
do with their lives. Delivering the right 
information at the right time can move 
them to consider putting your institution 
at the front of the line when decisions are 
being made. 

Have something relevant to say. With a 
360° view of your prospects as people, 
instead of demographic data points, you 

can widen your reach in an authentic way to new 
student populations: sophomores and juniors 
in different states or countries or professionals 
considering advanced degrees in finance, 
engineering, and other fields

Deliver the right messages to the right 
cohorts. Think about what’s on their 
minds. Do they have questions about 

a particular program of study? Are they worried 
about financial aid? Whatever their concerns are, 
identify them and respond to them

Don’t just build a pipeline, build a 
community. Get peers talking to each 
other about what excites them about 

your institution. Take the time to reach out to 
international students in their first language. Or 
ask your faculty to give a presentation on their 
research, which can spark interest among those 
who are still undecided. For early-stage students, 
it’s not just about choosing a program. It’s about 
choosing a path forward

AWARENESS
STEP ONE
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STEP

1

Start conversations early to 
influence decisions.

Practical Actions
Many colleges and universities can get access to lists of 
students.  But it’s all in how you use those lists creatively that 
makes a big difference in attracting the right students early 
on.  The awareness stage provides you a great opportunity to 
influence the unaware and undecided.

• In this first stage, you should ask yourself one critical 
question: How am I leveraging the information available 
in search lists to strategically message directly to my 
target students?

– What are your goals for the next year, or even the 
next few years? 

– Are there specific programs you need help 
populating? 

– Are there geographically targeted areas for growth 
this year? 

• Once communications begin, you should highlight the 
uniqueness of your college or university and promote 
the particular programs or specialties that make your 
institution stand out. This gives respondents a chance to 
self identify their interests – and you a chance to create 
categories of data for personalized nurtures later on

• Just as important as promoting your unique programs 
is promoting your personality online as well. Put a face 
to your communications.  Feature your most animated 
faculty, student ambassadors, and other ‘real faces’ in 
your early-stage outreach. And – give these prospective 
students a way of getting in touch with them!

Learn more. Strategic Search: 
Beginning Your Communication Plan

AWARENESS
STEP ONE

6

http://spectrumedusolutions.com/beginning_your_communication_plan.php


Automate your communications. 
Today, automation isn’t just 
for email. New CRM and 

marketing support tools can help you 
reach prospects the way they want to be 
reached. You can integrate your email 
campaigns with personalized microsites 
and application pages, text messages, 
and even print-on-demand brochures  
and viewbooks

Remember the “wow” factor. 
You’ll be gathering prospect data 
throughout the early stages of 

the enrollment process. Use that data to 
build more detailed prospect profiles, 
then tailor messages that grab attention. 
Does your school have a social club for 
gamers or programs for differently abled 
students? Feature what sets you apart in 
your messages to students

The reality - you’re one choice  
among many.

Even after they’ve declared their interest, prospects 
are still weighing their options. If they’ve tuned in 
to your school, they’ve likely tuned in to others. 
To keep their attention you’ll need to make smart 
choices about when, where, and how to keep the 
conversation going. 

Personalize, personalize, personalize.
Students expect personalized communications, 
and report that simple tactics--from a handwritten 
note to a text message to a personal website 
portal—help programs stand out. But scaling your 
communication efforts to meet demand can strain 
even the most well-run admissions offices. 

How do you reach prospects in the way they want 
to be reached, track those touch points to capture 
relevant data, and do it all without overburdening 
an already stressed admissions team? Here are a  
few ideas. 

Don’t lecture. Prospective students 
expect to engage in a conversation with 
your institution. Find out what they like 

and build programs that speak to them on their 
own terms. Introduce them to professors in their 
fields of interest or a student ambassador who 
can speak genuinely about campus culture. Stay 
engaged and they will too

INTEREST
STEP TWO

Keep their attention through meaningful, 
highly personalized outreach.
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Practical Actions
At this stage, you want to ensure that you are 
gathering respondent data from your initial, 
awareness stage outreach – and using it to better 
shape your conversations.  

What happens from a communications standpoint 
is of paramount importance at the interest stage — 
a perfected communications stream is required to 
grow interest and retain prospects throughout the 
recruitment lifecycle:

• Begin to use the data that you have to send 
the right prospective students down a limited 
number of nurture paths. These automated 
communications can be grouped by a 
student’s interest in a major or program, by 
demographics, geographically, etc. And they 
can include multiple modes of communication 
– email, text, personalized print, etc. But…keep 
these communication paths as manageable and 
easy to follow as possible!   

• Also – keep all communications personalized 
and connected, and avoid over-communicating. 
Turning a prospective student off is a real 
hazard at this stage

• Finally – keep gathering data.  Use each stage 
of your outreach to find out a little more about 
each prospective student. Always have an offer 
to entice response.  And build simple response 
mechanisms designed to gather information 
that you don’t already have

Learn more.  
Maximizing Outreach and Minimizing Overload

INTEREST
STEP TWO

Keep their attention through meaningful, 
highly personalized outreach.

STEP
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53% of college-bound high 
school juniors and seniors 

would be willing to receive 
text messages from a 

college representative.
Noel-Levitz LLC. 2014 E-Recruiting 

Practices and Trends at Four-Year 
and Two-Year Institutions

A typical prospective 
student now receives 15 

bulk/blast emails from 
four-year private and public 

institutions and five bulk/
blast emails from two-year 

public institutions.
Noel-Levitz LLC. 2014 E-Recruiting 

Practices and Trends at Four-Year 
and Two-Year Institutions

http://spectrumedusolutions.com/maximizing_outreach_and_minimizing_overload.php


Use metrics to understand—and 
diversify—your prospect pool. Many 
admissions professionals report they will 

be actively recruiting a more diverse applicant 
pool in 2015. Finding better ways to inform and 
influence those audiences begins with careful 
segmentation. Surface the right data to engage 
veterans, first-generation students, international 
students, and other potential student populations

Deepen the conversation. At this 
stage, interested students are seeking 
more specific information about your 

programs. Provide the details, including the cost 
of attendance, financial assistance, how majors 
translate into careers, employment statistics, or 
other information that students care about

Campus visits are still a key predictor 
of enrollment. But not every campus 
visit needs to be an in-person event. 

Create a virtual tour for students who can’t make 
it to campus and translate that tour for your 
international students and their parents. Be sure 
to inform key prospects using the right channels. 
Personalized email messages are proven to be 
more effective. Better yet, design a series of text 
messages promoting the event

Keep your eye on the target.
Shifting demographics have intensified 
competition for best-fit students. 
Institutions are responding by broadening 
their outreach—even community colleges 
are going international. In this dynamic 
environment, shaping your incoming class 
requires clear goals and a keen focus—
and the ability to reach further to find the 
right fit.  

Analytics + Engagement = 
Quality Applications.

At this point in your admissions process, 
you can leverage the abundance of 
prospect data you’ve collected over time 
to encourage best-fit students to apply. 
Data management tools can help you 
target the right students, engage them 
in deeper conversations, and divert them 
from applying to competing programs. 

STEP
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ENGAGEMENT
STEP THREE

1

2

3

9

Use data more strategically to 
encourage the right students to apply.



Practical Actions
At this stage, you should now be using your data to identify 
students who you know are your best fit, genuinely interested 
in your institution, and persuading them to apply.

• Ideally, you should be gathering the data needed to 
shape your next incoming class of students. For example, 
if your institution has diversity goals, now is the time to 
use the data to create communications to inform and 
influence groups of students, e.g., First Generation, 
transfers, international, ALANA, STEM, LGBT, etc.

• At this stage, it’s also helpful to leverage past admissions 
data to build profiles and identify trends that can be 
used to fill seats in the current year. For example - if you 
have a nursing program that may be at risk of missing its 
enrollment goal, then use past admissions data to help 
build profiles, messaging and tactics needed to win over 
the best fit of students. You may even want to include 
scholarship and financial aid information in this type of 
outreach as an added incentive

• Finally – it’s very important and effective at this stage to 
provide prospective students access to relevant contacts 
at the institution. To keep engaged students moving 
through the admissions process, give them access to 
relevant faculty, student ambassadors, financial aid 
contacts and resources – or anyone else who can answer 
questions and guide prospective students 
toward applying

Almost half of admissions 
directors… strongly agree 
that prospective students 
place high importance 
on the ability of degree 
programs to help them get 
a good job.
Inside Higher Education. The 2014 
Inside Higher Ed Survey of College 
and University Admissions Directors

STEP

3

ENGAGEMENT
STEP THREE
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Use data more strategically to 
encourage the right students to apply.



You can have it both ways.
A difficult on-line experience can keep 
even the most motivated student from 
finishing and submitting an application. 
But we know that keeping the student 
experience top-of-mind when you’re 
processing hundreds of applications 
isn’t always easy. However, streamlining 
admissions processing and delivering a 
great student experience don’t have to 
be mutually exclusive goals. 

Improved processes mean faster, 
more accurate decisions.

Admissions management gets harder 
every day. Application volume is growing 
while resources are shrinking. Having the 
right management tools can help you 
conquer the everyday challenges—and 
deliver better results for your institution 
and for your applicants. Here are some 
things to look for: 

STEP

4

APPLICATION
STEP FOUR

Increase yield with a better 
applicant experience.

One size doesn’t fit all. Your institution 
and its programs are unique. And 
you’ve likely spent some time designing 

processes and workflows that work for you. Find 
software tools that provide the ability to analyze 
applicants based on your individual program 
criteria. Create targeted student cohorts and 
associate them with specific communication 
tactics

Key predictors can shift by program.  
Look for systems that allow you to 
understand and manage the key 

predictors that are important to your programs. 
You should be able to design customized scoring 
models for weighing test scores, interview scores, 
and references, calculate local and prerequisite 
GPAs, and more

Get strategic with your data. Look 
for tools that allow you to identify 
serious applicants and then build 

communications that overcome any lingering 
uncertainties. Do prospects or their parents 
perceive your institution as being too far from 
home? Too expensive? Not a good cultural 
fit? You have answers for all these objections. 
Make sure your team has the right CRM tools to 
respond quickly and effectively
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Practical Actions
This is the stage where ensuring clarity of the admissions process is tantamount. All 
of the time put into attracting the best-fit students can be lost if your admissions 
experience is not a pleasant and intuitive one.

• Students today need information and updates at every step of the admissions 
process.  They have been raised in an on-demand world – and their college 
application experience should be an on-demand one as well. The application 
itself should:

– Have a lot of visual cues and clearly display how many components there 
are to the application

– Have the ability to be completed – and saved – in modular parts, and give 
a status to the percentage of the application that is completed and 
not completed

– Have the ability to notify the applicant with updates and exceptions 
throughout the application process 

Building this functionality into the application process also benefits colleges 
and universities:

• It allows for fewer errors and exceptions during the application process, 
thereby cutting down on administrative task burdens 

• It allows for not only more complete and robust data, but also more timely 
data that can be used to make thorough decisions and drive toward deadlines

• It can also provide better key predictors by program (e.g. who’s a serious or 
viable applicant vs. who’s not)

– And once the best-fit students are identified using 
these predictors, you can develop communications and 
incentives to help them with the application process and 
influence them to enroll

STEP

4

APPLICATION
STEP FOUR

Increase yield with a better 
applicant experience.
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Engage students on their own terms. 
International students, for example, 
have a larger threshold to cross than 

most. Designate a day to bring together students 
from a particular country or region. Connect 
them to your International Student Services 
team for advice on obtaining student visas, 
exploring campus life, and transitioning to your 
university  

Survey admitted students. Ask admitted 
students the questions you need answers 
to. You’ll discover important data about 

what drives their decisions and your admitted 
students will feel that their concerns are being 
addressed. Be sure to follow up with a personal 
thank you

Don’t forget the influencers. Reach out 
to parents with targeted communications 
and programs like student-led walking 

tours or virtual admissions presentations. Keep 
lines of communications open with high school 
counselors, informing them of critical dates

Engage to enroll.

Good news and bad news.
The good news: You’ve done the hard work 
of guiding best-fit students to apply to your 
institution. The bad news: Now you get to 
start all over again. Today, recruiting and 
admissions offices work just as hard, if not 
harder, at retaining and enrolling admitted 
students as they do recruiting prospective 
students. 

Make every yield program count. 
Admitted student programs have exploded 
on college campuses, taxing admissions 
offices even further. Schools are using 
printed materials, videos, social media, 
virtual and on-campus events and more to 
keep admitted students engaged. Getting 
the right message to your admitted students 
is more critical than ever. Here are  
some ideas:

Differentiate and communicate. 
Identify the needs of particular 
groups of students and build 

programs to address them. For example, 
first-generation students often don’t have 
family members to help them navigate 
the university experience. Design a 
program to introduce them to your 
financial aid team and, together, identify 
scholarships that can help cover college 
expenses. Mine your applicant data to 
discover affinities and attributes.

“Competition for students means institutions 
will need to determine what they do well 

and how they want to distinguish themselves 
in the marketplace. That will likely mean 

prioritizing those programs where there is an 
opportunity to be a market leader.”

2014 Higher Education 
Industry Outlook Survey, KPMG.

STEP
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Engage to enroll.

Practical Actions
Use Process-Oriented Marketing to drive 
enrollment numbers during this very 
critical stage

Process-Oriented Marketing is an effective 
way to increase student and family buy-
in in the critical later stages. This type 
of marketing specifically addresses the 
individual steps needed to advance 
through the enrollment conversion 
funnel - in place of, or in support of more 
generalized calls to action. This type of 
messaging is particularly effective when 
the emotional groundwork motivating 
initial inquiries to your school has been 
accomplished through ‘big call out’ 
campaigns and more practical concerns 
need to be addressed. 

Learn more. Process-Oriented Marketing 

STEP

5

ADMITTANCE
STEP FIVE
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Connect them with their 
peers. Private social networks, 
online communities where 

admitted students can meet, share 
information, and learn from each, have 
been providing a significant impact on 
enrollment rates. Consider establishing 
one for your next incoming class

Use communication 
techniques that make 
students feel welcome. There’s 

nothing worse than the one-size-fits-
all matriculation announcement that’s 
nothing more than a laundry list of 
to-dos. Fit the message to the student. 
Send a text reminder about upcoming 
advising sessions. Take the terror out 
of the next assessment by sending 
an encouraging email. Automated 
tools can help you reach out easily 
with personalized 
messages that will 
make a difference

Help your students matriculate 
smoothly.

Create a culture of support. 
The students filling today’s college classrooms are 
more diverse than ever before. Studies indicate that 
a key predictor of their continued success is their 
willingness to take advantage of student services 
in their first weeks on campus. Helping students 
through the maze of matriculation activities can have 
a tremendous impact on their academic futures. 

Don’t let them melt away.
Summer melt. It’s a real phenomenon. And it’s not 
just restricted to summer. Students who’ve paid their 
deposits do disappear. Sometimes it’s due to anxiety 
about whether the school will be a good fit or a new 
worry over costs. Sometimes a rival school was able 
to make its case even in the last hour. 

Create multiple support networks. Using 
key predictors, identify those admitted 
students most likely to disappear and 

reach out with timely messages of support. Assign 
a student ambassador or faculty mentor. If the 
student isn’t close to campus, design virtual 
programs using online tools like Google Hangouts

Across the country, 10–40% of seemingly college-intending 
students, particularly those from low-income backgrounds, 

fail to enroll in college the fall after graduation.
Strategic Data Project, Center for Education Policy Research, Harvard University

STEP
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Help your students matriculate 
smoothly.

Practical Actions
Just because your students have made a deposit doesn’t mean 
you’re in the position to take their attendance for granted. The job 
of your admissions team to engage incoming students and make 
them feel like they belong at your college is not over - in fact, it 
has entered a very crucial phase – the Late-Cycle Nurture. 

Late-Cycle Nurture is where your important communications plans 
and content need to come into play. While many of these tips are 
common sense, incorporating additional supports like checklists 
and automated campaigns can be a potent way to encourage 
conversion. Communication tactics include:

• Providing tips and guidance for registration

• Getting students excited for orientation

• Informing students about how to get involved once they get 
to campus

• Helping incoming students get acquainted with the 
surrounding area

Learn more. Late-Cycle Nurture

STEP
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Liaison International provides enrollment management 
solutions to more than 4,500 higher education programs. 
With its acquisition of Spectrum Edu Solutions, a leading 
provider of CRM and marketing solutions for higher 
education institutions, Liaison’s offerings now span the entire 
lifecycle of enrollment management and student marketing. 
From prospect to applicant to enrolled student, now you can 
deliver exceptional experiences every step of the way.

LIAISON + SPECTRUM

www.liaison-intl.com | spectrumedusolutions.com

http://www.liaison-intl.com
http://spectrumedusolutions.com

