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plans during the  
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Abstract
Finding the silver lining in the past year’s experiences for 

higher education admissions may seem complicated but 

looking at what has been working before applying it to 

new target students may prove valuable. 51% of students 

reported that they are reconsidering their education plans 

during the pandemic, according to a surveyi  by Salesforce. 

A university’s pandemic response is an essential factor in 

retention and recruitment, with 25% of students who trans-

ferred to a new institution stating that the primary reason 

was their former school’s handling of the pandemic. The 

changes wrought by lockdowns during the pandemic may 

help recruiting in the future if we can apply the new working 

methods and learn from any missteps. Expanding recruit-

ment by utilizing techniques that have evolved during 

the pandemic requires exploring how marketing and 

communications can adapt to changing higher educa-

tion climates now and into the future.

THE EFFECTS OF THE PANDEMIC ON STUDENTS' 
EDUCATION DECISIONS

https://www.salesforce.org/higher-education-research-trends/?_ga=2.82466326.1215382606.1622427965-1502914487.1622427965
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Change In Higher Education 
Recruitment During the 
Pandemic
During the Covid-19 restrictions on movement, campus visits 

stopped, and so did most standardized admissions test 

dates. As the whole world changed and colleges and univer-

sities across the country sent students home, admissions 

departments had to stop their standard operations. With this 

came a shift to admissions staff working from home, creating 

virtual campus tours and transitioning to virtual contact with 

prospective students. As we were all in shock at first, we 

slowly got used to operating from home, using Zoom, and 

living with uncertainty. Prospective students were no excep-

tion as they had to consider how to find the right schools to 

target and navigate the changed admission requirements.

Test-optional and test-blind admissions trends have acceler-

ated, forcing admissions to consider more holistic methods 

of accepting students. Though some schools and programs 

will continue to value the speedbump that challenges appli-

cants to work hard to make it through pre-admission testing, 

many will realize that students’ needs and of the health of 

their institutions require different strategies for evaluating 

applicants. 

Uncertainty has become a fact of life, and flexibility in 

recruitment strategies will continue to be necessary and 

productive. 

Though the radical shifts of the 2020-2021 school year 

may calm down, there will continue to be challenges that 

require dexterity within recruiting to quickly shift methods to 

meet demands of changing demographics, changing inter-

national conditions, and changing program delivery meth-

ods. Building flexibility into the recruiting processes allows 

staff to turn on a dime 

and meet challenges in 

as close to real-time as 

possible. 

We’ve all learned how to make more personal connections 

through digital platforms and devise better virtual experi-

ences for applicants. These competencies will be import-

ant tools to recruit in harder-to-reach communities such 

as rural America and diverse international locals. In addi-

tion, our new-found digital transformation in operations will 

support efforts to appeal to the students that we want to 

reach, including many populations that recruiters have not 

traditionally targeted. 

https://www.amghighered.com/how-to-impress-students-and-their-parents-virtually/
https://www.amghighered.com/how-to-impress-students-and-their-parents-virtually/
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Personalization and 
Relationship-building
Empathyii  and listening to applicants became a more import-

ant feature of operations during the changing conditions 

in 2020. It became clear that a personal approach to each 

potential student increased the chances of continuing 

through to application and further. However, just adding a 

first name to the salutation at the beginning of an email blast 

does not cut it for digital natives used to multiple individual 

interactions on social media.

“There are various types of students educational entities are 

trying to attract, and they must be cognizant of that when 

putting together a marketing strategy to make sure they’re 

addressing all those students on a personal level,” said 

Senior Digital Director Kyle Stichtenoth. “If they don’t feel 

like they’re being spoken to individually, they will opt for 

another institution that is.”

Traditional email communications, virtual information 

sessions, and social media are important channels for 

connecting with students. Additionally, do not underestimate 

the power of retargeting where you can nudge students and 

parents who have visited your website with both display and 

video ads. Doing this will extend your institution’s visibility 

with prospective students.

With more and more options for technological interaction, it 

is critical to frequently assess which social media and educa-

tion platforms students are accessing. Focusing your efforts 

on where the potential students are already located, such 

as newer social media options, can give you a leg up in your 

communications with students. 

There are various types of students 

educational entities are trying to attract, 

and they must be cognizant of that 

when putting together a marketing 

strategy to make sure they’re 

addressing all those students on a 

personal level. If they don’t feel like 

they’re being spoken to individually, 

they will opt for another institution  

that is.

– KYLE STICHTENOTH

https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/call-action-marketing-and-communications-higher-education/greater-crisis-more-humanized
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We asked our in-house social media manager Kelly Campbell 

what methods she sees as most effective for reaching 

students.

“Utilizing Snap and TikTok in particular is a great way to 

capture potential students’ attention as they’re scrolling - 

almost half of both platforms’ audiences are under the age 

of 25,” said Campbell. “We recommend creating fun, original 

content potential students will resonate with to maximize 

effectiveness.”

But don’t neglect any avenues, as not all students have the 

same taste in social media, and many students may prefer to 

interact on one of the many college search platforms  avail-

able. Digital marketing budgets need to grow to tap into 

the current trends, but analysis of what is working should 

be a consistent task in recruiting. Limited budgets force all 

departments to spend wisely, and making sure the channels 

you use are the most effective is key to ROI.

The availability of multi-channel interaction requires a more 

unified overall approach to communications with prospects, 

taking them from the first inquiry to registering for classes. 

Ideally, your institution will also continue the conversation 

with the students through their experience with the school, 

helping to build strong relationships with students that make 

retention more likely. Building a relationship with each indi-

vidual student that is not disjointed and halting requires 

coordination with other offices in the college. Admissions 

departments need to demonstrate flexibility, resilience, and 

sensitivity during the application process to build these rela-

tionships with potential students.

For best success, colleges can communicate with pros-

pects beyond marketing and personalization, and then on 

to relationship-building. Responsiveness to individuals and 

trends is easier to do when the admissions department has 

its collective ear to the ground, listening for what students 

need and want out of their education. 

Utilizing Snap and TikTok in particular 

is a great way to capture potential 

students’ attention as they’re scrolling 

- almost half of both platforms’ 

audiences are under the age of 25. 

We recommend creating fun, original 

content potential students will resonate 

with to maximize effectiveness.

– KELLY CAMPBELL
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ADULT AND NON-TRADITIONAL RECRUITING

Beyond offering programs that cater to the needs of adult 

learners and continuing education students, admissions 

departments need to provide virtual experiences like 

tours and open houses that are specific for adult learn-

ers. This segment of the education market with working or 

career-changing adults needing to upskill and add creden-

tials is a growing part of almost every school’s success, with 

about 33%ii of those enrolled in higher education 25 or older. 

The outreach for this population needs to include personal 

contact with recruiters and faculty, information that appeals 

directly to the needs of this population, and very specialized 

program information that can entice adult learners to take 

the journey with your institution. Adult learners encompass 

a wide range of personas, and breaking your efforts down 

into degree-completers, graduate students, skill-burnish-

ers, online prospects, and narrowing the channels further 

by industry, department, or career goals is often necessary 

to successfully target the appropriate students for your 

institution.

Diversification of Methods, Diversity of Students
Slicing the marketing pie into smaller and smaller bits helps reach the students out there to begin building relationships. 
Figuring out how to reach different potential student groups takes work, and there are numerous groups that need differ-
ent sorts of nurturing and other styles of contact. The trick is that the groups may be smaller than traditionally targeted 
in the past and segmented even in smaller channels for communications.

33%
of those enrolled in higher  
education are 25 or older

https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=98
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INTERNATIONAL RECRUITING SHIFTS

The restrictions on travel due to Covid may be easing in 

some corners of the globe, though disruptions are likely to 

continue as various countries respond to various surges in 

infections and slower vaccination rates. Even as the outlook 

for U.S. colleges brightens, restrictions on students travel-

ing to the United States from areas with high infection rates 

will continue to be a hurdle for some international students. 

The methods that worked for other target populations also 

worked to continue international recruitment, including 

increased digital communications, test-optional admission 

policies, personalization, and relationship-building. 

Because many international students chose to delay rather 

than cancel their overseas school plans, there may be a 

surge in enrollment for the coming year or two. Still, hesita-

tion among international  studentsiv from certain countries 

remains a barrier. Transparency about Covid measures can 

help increase confidence. This is also aided by government 

policies that will now allow international students to retain 

their visasv even if colleges need to go to remote learn-

ing due to an outbreak. But beyond all of these hopeful 

steps, it is beneficial for institutions to diversify their inter-

national recruiting to include smaller markets. To help ease 

any bumps in individual country recruiting, consider lowering 

non-resident tuition to entice more international students, 

offer discounts if students need to start education remotely, 

and in general, exhibit flexibility as they expand the targets of 

international recruitment. The branding of U.S. institutions is 

valuable, and the promise of high-quality, face-to-face learn-

ing, even if delayed, is still a strong selling point. Continued 

support like tutoring, language assistance, and counseling 

will also help institutions to retain their international students 

through the coming years.

https://blog.studygroup.com/international-student-recruitment-trends-global-he
https://blog.studygroup.com/international-student-recruitment-trends-global-he
https://www.voanews.com/student-union/foreign-students-get-green-light-continue-study-online
https://www.voanews.com/student-union/foreign-students-get-green-light-continue-study-online
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Firming Up Enrollment into the 
Future
As enrollment trends are constantly shifting, taking the best 

lessons from pandemic shifts can help to solidify admissions 

practices to keep enrollment at the optimal levels for the 

changing circumstances. Exploring and expanding methods 

of reaching potential students may start in the recruitment 

stage, but it requires coordination with the rest of the school 

to effectively attract the best students to your institution.

The key takeaways to expanding 
recruitment are:
•  Communication in all formats and with 

transparency is a must

•  Personalization is good, but relationship-

building is even better

•  Diversifying recruitment to target different 

potential populations aides long-term stability

•  Support services and relationship-building 

start in recruiting but extend through 

enrollment to bolster enrollment and retention

•  Flexibility and creativity are now an integral 

part of recruitment and continue to benefit 

institutions’ enrollment efforts
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We believe effective marketing begins with effective storytelling. Our first goal as a marketing partner 

is to understand your story and what makes you special.

Once we understand who you are, we can build a strategic marketing plan to tell your story in the best 

way on the best platforms to reach your ideal audience. Compelling stories paired with a strategic 

plan drive great results, and we have a track record of doing just that.

Servicing traditional four-year universities, community colleges, and technical and career schools, 

we help institutions level up marketing strategies for student recruitment as well as alumni outreach.

Like what you see? Want to know more? Let’s talk.

About AMG Higher Education Marketing:
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