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According to Ohio University economists Richard Vedder and Justin Strehle, higher-education enrollment has
steadily declined from 20.6 million in 2011 to 19 million in 2016. Additionally, the Western Interstate Commission
for Higher Education found that a total of 81,000 fewer high school students are expected to graduate in 2017,
further strengthening a climate of uncertainty.
To combat declining enrollment trends, universities need to invest in developing efficient techniques for boosting
enrollment numbers and generating applications. While this certainly includes developing attractive programs and
disciplines, having the right marketing tools and strategies is equally as important.
Below are 5 digital marketing tips that will undoubtedly drive applications and boost student enrollment.

Map content to the student journey
Your digital content is among the most powerful assets you have in converting students. To be efficient, your
content needs to both represent your university accurately and address your audiences’ needs, interests,
motivations, and backgrounds. Your prospects will typically go through a variety of stages before enrolling,
therefore, your content must follow and support that journey closely.

Audit existing content to see if it matches
your strategic goals and objectives
Start by auditing your existing content to see if it aligns with your department and institution’s strategic
objectives, goals, and mission. Questions you should ask yourself at this point include:
● What are the department’s key goals this year as well as in the coming 2-3 years?
● What type of students do we want to attract?
● Which disciplines require an ‘enrollment boost’?
● How do our current content assets serve the above goals and what is missing?
Given that you are likely trying to attract a variety of students, you will need to develop personas
to align your content with the student journey.
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Develop personas and segment your audience

Image source: http://www.buyerpersona.com/buyer-persona-infographic

Developing your personas will help you clearly determine the types of students that are interested in each
program or department. A marketing persona, by definition, is a representation of your ideal customer
that can be determined by analyzing market research and data about existing customers.
Persona descriptions typically include:
● The buyer’s interests and needs
● Their ‘pain points’ - the problem they want to resolve
● Their challenges, or barriers, to making a purchasing decision
● Their expectations - the outcome they expect when they make a choice
● The type and source of information they trust to help them make their decision
(including the criteria they use to evaluate their choices)
● Particular behaviors and key steps in their decision-making process
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You should also consider the key influencers in a student’s decision-making process. Influencers may include
a student’s parents, friends, teachers, and counselors. Parents often play the most critical role, as the majority
of prospective students research colleges with their parents and make final enrollment decisions together.
Therefore, you should include parental considerations in your personas.
Parents typically look for the following aspects in a university:
● Employment rate after graduation
● Average starting salary
● Career development services offered at the university
● National rankings
● Networking and career opportunities available post-graduation
● Credibility of the degree and the institution
To develop precise personas, you need to reach out to current, prospective, and former students, and ask
them to provide you with information. One of the most efficient ways to obtain the data needed for persona
development is to employ surveys that include some or all of the above questions.
Additionally, you can conduct interviews with students who represent and embody your ideal personas. Even
if you have limited resources, conducting just a few interviews will prove to be extremely valuable, as they can
provide you with crucial insights.

The last step in creating personas is ensuring that they are actionable.
By the end of this step you should know:
● Who you are talking to
● What information they need at every stage
● When your personas are most receptive to your messages
● Where you can find your personas and how you can reach them with your content
● How to structure your points and arguments to move personas down the funnel
Based on this information, you can begin segmenting your prospects under a persona,
and determining their status in the admissions funnel.
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Create a content strategy for each persona at every stage
Once you have identified your key personas, you can start creating a content strategy that speaks to each
persona at every stage of their engagement with your institution.
There are several ways to segment the admissions funnel. This is probably the most common way of doing it:

PROSPECTIVE STUDENTS > INQUIRIES (‘stealth’ and ‘non-stealth’ inquiries) > APPLICANTS (may include
a sub-stage - ‘Applicants with complete files’) > ADMITS > CONFIRMED > ENROLLED > RETAINED
At each stage, your personas will have different questions and barriers that your content should address.
After you’ve mapped out the funnel for each persona, you can return to your existing content and determine which
stages in the funnel you’ve already covered and which stages require additional content.

Invest in paid advertising
Investing in paid advertising to boost your website is important tactic for reaching your enrollment goals.
Yet, higher education keywords such as ‘degree’ or MBA-related keywords remain among the most expensive.
Even if you have a large budget, bidding on generic education keywords doesn’t typically yield target prospects.
Instead, there are smarter and less expensive ways to generate applications through AdWords and social media.

Advertising on Google AdWords
TARGET THE RIGHT AUDIENCE
To get the most out of your paid Google Ads you need to target your audience with great precision. Once you’ve
established your personas, you should have a strong grasp on which keywords will capture their attention. For
example, college applicants and continuing education applicants are two different demographics, and require
separate ad campaigns.
High school students typically already have information on their preferred schools and are often performing
branded searches about specific colleges. Such applicants are often also enticed by the location of the university,
promises of social life, and how excited they feel about their chosen degree. In contrast, continuing education
applicants are focused on finding programs that are manageable, flexible, and convenient, and they are less
concerned with the social aspects of the college or university.
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BUILD PPC ACCOUNT STRUCTURES TO MATCH STUDY PROGRAMS
AND CREATE SEPARATE CAMPAIGNS FOR EACH PROGRAM
Your PPC account structures should avoid targeting general keywords. That approach is ineffective, as it leads
to capturing many irrelevant leads. Structuring your accounts around particular degrees instead, you will target
those applicants who already have an interest in a particular area, and who are much closer to converting.
Creating separate PPC campaigns for each program is another way to ensure that important terms, even if they
generate a low amount of searches, generate conversions. So instead of clustering together all programs from one
particular field of science into one campaign, such as all social or science programs into one, all programs should
ideally have their own campaigns.
WordStream suggest that this approach to PPC campaigns be used with ad groups as well - inquiry-based keywords
should not be mixed with branded terms. The same logic applies to top performers and long-tail keywords - these,
too, should be kept apart. By keeping them separate you will have greater insight into how keywords perform, and
whether they might perform better if you changed their copy. An additional benefit to breaking your campaigns up
is that you can control your ad budget with greater precision.

ARGET THE TOP
OF THE FUNNEL
For optimal results, your PPC and
social media ad strategy should
address the top of the funnel.
Higher education prospects
who are using Google to gather
information about institutions
and degree programs are typically
located at the top of the funnel.
Those who already know where
they want to apply are less likely
to perform Google searches and
click on ads.

Image source: http://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2015/08/04/higher-education-marketing
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Social media ads
In addition to employing AdWords, you should also leverage the major social media channels.
Here are a few tips for Facebook and LinkedIn.

ACING YOUR FACEBOOK ADS
The most important aspect of Facebook ads is their relevance. By targeting your ads properly you significantly
raise their relevance score. A high relevance score means a lower cost of your ads and a higher chance of
conversion because you will be addressing the right audience.
Other crucial elements of your Facebook ads that increase conversions are:
● Engaging visuals that speak to your personas and reflect their interests, hopes and aspirations
● A clear and direct value proposition - what students can get out of a program you are offering
● A call-to-action (CTA) that offers something in return for following an ad - more information,
a campus tour, a free class, and more
To increase your conversion rates, use your Facebook ads to engage in conversation with prospects - respond to
people who comment on sponsored posts to nurture the relationship. You can also track, measure, and test your
ads through Facebook’s Ads Manager to further improve campaigns.

RECRUIT STRATEGICALLY THROUGH LINKEDIN
Thanks to LinkedIn’s focus on the professional and educational background of its members, ads can be tailored
to target very specific audiences. In addition to demographics and location, targeting options include:
● Degree level
● Job experience and title
● Specific industries or companies
This feature makes LinkedIn a particularly suitable channel for generating applications and enrollment in collegiate programs.
Targeting specific audiences also helps you reach the most likely applicants for every program.
LinkedIn also provides a conversion tracking tool to help marketers understand how their ads are performing and to
track campaign ROI, cost-per-conversion, and other metrics. The tool offers personal information about generated leads
which marketers can use to create even more strategic and personalized ads.
Along with the conversion tracking tool, LinkedIn offers Sponsored InMail, which permits you to send personal
ads directly to users’ inboxes. Like LinkedIn ads, this feature allows for very specific targeting of users or user
segments, and can dramatically improve lead generation and conversions.
www.insegment.com
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RETARGET ON ALL OF THE CHANNELS ABOVE
When conducting AdWords and social media ad campaigns, you should also launch retargeting campaigns to re-engage
with previous site visitors. Retargeting is a highly effective way to reduce your cost-per-conversion, and to increase your
application numbers, total enrollment yield, and requests for information by prospects.
Retargeting campaigns can be created through any network’s Ads Manager, such as LinkedIn’s ‘Matched Audiences’
function, Facebook’s ‘Custom Audiences’, or Google’s Display Network.

Implement conversion rate optimization for
your website and landing pages
Websites are the number one medium for lead capturing. Therefore, by optimizing the conversion rate of your
pages, you are improving your lead generation and enrollment figures. Here are some of the most important
conversion rate optimization (CRO) practices you need to consider:

Make your website mobile-friendly
In 2015 Google introduced its Mobilegeddon algorithm, and in 2016 it further announced that it would
increasingly favor websites that are optimized for mobile. Making your website mobile-friendly is a central
requirement both for CRO as well as search engine optimization (SEO), as it will put your page ahead in search
engine results pages (SERPs), if done correctly.

Create effective landing pages
Landing pages are created and implemented to capture leads and generate conversions. To drive meaningful
results, these pages should adhere to the following guidelines.

No navigation
The sole purpose of landing pages is to capture leads. By removing navigation options from your landing pages
you are reducing the possibilities for users to get distracted and leave the page without converting.
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Strong value-rich headline and subheadings

Image source: http://www.higher-education-marketing.com/blog/ppc-landing-pages

Your landing page headers need to state your offer clearly and concisely. You can certainly include the name
of the program you are promoting, but you should also add actionable language such as “Earn a degree in...”
or “Sign up for a free course in...”, etc.
Once you capture readers’ attention with the heading, you should immediately follow up with a subheading that
relays more information about the offer and includes a brief value proposition.

Additional value statements
Since your headline and subheading can hardly include all the necessary information, your landing page should
include further information and value statements in the copy. You can offer these as bullet points that answer
the main questions visitors may have concerning your offer.
Strive to be straightforward and clear, and leave plenty of white space for readers. Include testimonials
and statistical data about your offer, to strengthen your argument.
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Strong and relevant design and visuals
Your landing page visuals, such as photographs, need to align with the page’s content as well as your company’s
value proposition. When designing your landing page, you should include your institution’s logo and other
branding material, and display it prominently along with your offer and other visuals. This will underscore the
legitimacy of your offer, and build trust with your potential leads.

A compelling lead capture form
All elements of your landing page should drive visitors to submit their information on your lead capture form,
as it is the most essential element on your page. The lead capture form is an information exchange - visitors
provide you with a certain amount of personal information in exchange for your offer - free content, free classes,
an application fee waiver, access to in-depth information regarding a certain program, etc.
Of course, your marketing impulse will be to request as much
information as possible, whereas visitors typically would
like to spend as little time as possible filling out forms. It is
important that you strike a healthy balance with your lead
capture forms. Shorten your forms if you find you are not
getting enough leads – some of the information that you’re
requiring upfront can be collected at a later stage.
Lead capture forms are also an ideal opportunity for
‘progressive profiling’. This tactic allows you to gradually build
up lead profiles, by asking for a new piece of information
each time they engage with your brand. The main benefit of
this tactic is that it allows you to shorten your forms and ask
fewer questions initially, thus lowering the chance that visitor
abandons your page without converting.
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A convincing CTA copy
The CTA is the finishing touch to your landing page. To motivate your visitors to take actions,
CTAs must be specific, and tailored to the situation.
Your lead capture form is best ‘sandwiched’ between two CTAs. One, before the form, should introduce the offer:
“Request more information about the program now!” The button underneath the form should be brief, but
action-driving. Rather than using generic content such as “Submit”, you should develop a button that underscores
the relevance and value of the offer.
You could also include a countdown timer on the landing page or in the CTA if the page is about signing
up for a program in order to create a greater sense of urgency.

4 Perform in-depth SEO
If you have an .edu domain, that already puts you at an advantage. Domains in this area are so-called
sponsored top-level domains (sTLD). Obtaining an .edu domain is not simple, as there are certain restrictions
to who and how can get one. Due to these restrictions, an .edu domain lends credibility to anyone owning one.

Utilize your root domain for sub-pages or landing pages
When creating new pages on your website - for your study programs or courses - always use your root domain
and avoid creating new domains or subdomains.
Subdomains often don’t assume the strong metrics and favorable ranking factors of a root domain, whereas
subpages do. Therefore, it’s imperative to your SEO success that you utilize subfolders instead. By creating
subfolders, your subpages will gain the strength and positive metrics associated with your root domain.
An example of utilizing the root domain could be:
http://highereducationinstitution.edu/department/study-program/course
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Improve URL structure
Your page URLs and title tags must clearly describe the contents of your page. While keyword-rich URLs and title
tags are still important, do not use more than 1-2 keywords per URL, and do not repeat keywords in sub-pages
beyond what makes sense.
Further, important points to keep in mind when optimizing your URL structure are:
● Build a logical URL structure which will make sense even after years of optimizing and growing the website
● Keep URLs as short as possible while still making them descriptive
● Place keywords at the beginning of the URL
● Make URLs readable and exclude dynamic parameters
● Use hyphens to break up words in URLs
● Use lowercase for all URLs to avoid duplication of pages
● Use canonical tags to inform Google which version of your site is the preferred one for search results
● Clearly distinguish main content from supplementary material (topical authority)
● Create an XML sitemap

Improve copy and on-page elements
Title tags, meta descriptions, all subheadings (H1-H6), and copy are important on-page elements that should be
optimized to improve search engine favorability. Title tags and meta descriptions should include keywords, though
the golden rule is that keyword placement needs to be relevant and sensible. Title tags and URLs do not need
to match. If your URL is optimized for keywords, your title tag will be more readable and user-friendly (and still
include a keyword).
According to SEMrush’s Ranking Factors Study 2017, copy keywords do not have a strong impact on ratings.
While they remain important because they signal what the content is about, Google favors content usefulness
and quality. Therefore, you should strive to create copy that serves students’ needs - the lower your bounce rates,
and the longer the time users spend on your page, the higher you can expect your page to rank.
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Build links from internal pages
to new sub-pages or landing pages

Image source: https://yoast.com/internal-linking-for-seo-why-and-how/

The rationale behind internal linking is that it strengthens the SEO value of a website. Given that Links direct traffic,
a good internal linking strategy can help you boost page rankings. It is also useful in helping visitors navigate your
website, and defines how your website is structured.
Building links to internal pages helps Google determine which pages contain information regarding a particular topic
or keyword. By implementing a cornerstone or a hub-and-spoke strategy, for example, you are telling Google which
pages carry the most authority. A certain department’s page could be a cornerstone page, while study program
pages would be secondary to that.
When linking, your anchor text needs to communicate clearly where you will be sending your visitors. The links
themselves need to be relevant, and lead the visitor to continue reading the content on your website.

Switch to HTTPS
Migrating your website to HTTPS has some important benefits. It increases your website’s privacy, security,
and data integrity. Moreover, it helps increase your site speed through updates such as HTTP/2, and it improves
your rankings, because Google has adopted it as a ranking signal, and is also indexing HTTPS pages with priority.
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Adopt a CRM system
Adopting a customer relationship management (CRM) system can help you tie up all the other points
suggested above. With a CRM system you can:
● Centralize all your data on leads, prospects, and students
● Segment and analyze your leads, and recruit those that are the best fit
● Create individual profiles and track individual relationships
● Track lead activity along the admissions funnel and receive alerts at key moments
such as conversion points or if problems arise
● Manage the applicant experience through personalization
● Gain long-term insights and plan future recruiting or retention actions
● Increase student retention
CRM systems are increasingly being utilized in higher education
Higher education institutions are increasingly utilizing CRM systems, as they can be used at all stages of the student
life cycle: recruitment, enrollment, engagement, retention, alumni, career services, and continuing education.
Implementing a CRM system to support your marketing and recruitment efforts will improve the latter. Such
systems, particularly when tailored for higher education, help gather all the relevant and necessary information
(by integrating with social media, email, and marketing automation platforms), but also provide deep analysis
and insights into the meaning of the data helping you make strategic decisions.
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Boost student enrollment by improving the experience
All these tips are intended to help you improve the experience of your applicants. According to reports in various
industries, by 2020 customer experience is expected to overtake price and products as the key brand differentiator.
Whether you produce content that is more relevant and useful or brush up your website to improve its
performance, the bottom line is to improve and personalize the applicant experience everywhere.
This is the key to generating more applications and attracting those that you truly want to recruit.
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