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The path to college has changed.

The path to college used to be 
predictable. Now everything is 
different. Students no longer 
travel a straight line on the way to 
higher education. Empowered by 
technology, they have more freedom 
than ever to chart their own journey, 
and schools have less visibility into 
their actions and motivations. So 
colleges and universities must adapt. 
To meet enrollment and revenue 
goals, institutions must embrace 
the power of data to personalize 
their recruiting efforts, make every 
message count to nurture long-
term relationships with students, 
and differentiate themselves using 
modern branding strategies.

Most schools recognize that 
technology is changing everything—
it’s nearly become a cliché at this 
point. Crucially, it’s not just the 
logistics of how schools communicate 
with students that’s changing—
although new communication outlets 
and platforms do present very 
real challenges that schools must 
address. Students act differently 
during the college search than in the 
past. Their expectations of schools, 
and their responses to marketing 
efforts, have changed. Successfully 
adapting to this new world can create 
distinct institutional advantages. 

of teens now report they have 
a smartphone or access to one.

of teens say they are online 
on a near-constant basis.

95
45

%

%

* According to Pew Research Center’s 2018  
Teens, Social Media & Technology Report
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Here are three key ways 
colleges and universities 
can shift their thinking to 

improve recruiting efforts.

How technology can make us more human

Every interaction is a decision point

Borrow proven ideas from other industries

Reimagining the student path to college
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How technology can  
make us more human

Students are much more likely than in the past to take a 
nonlinear path to college. They enter and exit the process 
at various stages and interact with schools outside of the 
traditionally charted sequence. The increasing number of 
students who choose this nonlinear path every year is making 
the enrollment process less and less predictable for schools. 
While most messages along the student journey have been 
designed to speak to large and like groups of students, all 
students may not want or need the same information on 
the same timeline. Simultaneously, as technology has made 
it easier for students to consider and interact with more 
schools, the increased volume of communication often 
results in shallower and less meaningful engagement.  

Data is the key to 
understanding what 
matters to each 
student, then building 
a marketing strategy 
to address those 
specific contexts.

Institutions must employ sophisticated applications of 
data and technology to guide students across a variety of 
touchpoints, and they must personalize their messages to 
build authentic connections. A 2019 study from Accenture 
found that 72% of Americans will only engage with marketing 
that is personalized to their specific interests. Research has 
shown personalized marketing can significantly increase 
audience engagement and experience, brand perception, 
and customer acquisition. The college search is often 
an emotional one for students and their families, so it’s 
especially important that institutions personalize their 
recruiting efforts to craft messages that feel authentic.  
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The most successful communications don’t feel like 
advertising or promotional tools. Instead, the best 
messages are genuinely designed to provide value—either 
informational or emotional—to students and families, and 
build a long-lasting relationship grounded in trust. 

Applied correctly, technology can make messages more 
empathetic and more human. Data empowers schools 
to provide students with messages that are reflective 
of who they are and what they need—and thus are more 
effective at advancing school goals. 

Students and parents expect to navigate the enrollment 
process at their pace and explore according to their interests. 
While deadlines and timelines associated with going to 
college may remain the same, how and when students 
enter the conversation is ever evolving. Schools must also 
consider that their information—and thus the opportunity for 
students to interact with their brand—lives in a multitude of 
places across the internet. Institutions should consider the 
breadth of possible engagements when designing the best 
experience to guide a student from discovery to decision.

Technology is the key to creating a personalized, real-time 
experience. When schools can gain visibility on actions 
across different channels, they have the opportunity to 
collaborate with students and their families to build lasting 
and meaningful relationships. When the admissions office is 
seen as a trusted ally and resource—providing information 
that is personalized, timely, useful, on-demand, and multi-
channel—the result is better outcomes for everyone. 

With the proper application 
of data, institutions can 

shape the student’s journey 
from inquiry to enrollment.
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Clarity
Students want to quickly and easily identify the 
information they need, then move to the next 
step in the process. If students have to work 
more than a couple seconds to find information, 
they are likely to disregard a message. Schools 
should seek to be direct. Avoid the common trap 
of using internal speak when communicating 
to families. To evaluate the clarity of their 
messaging, enrollment officers can imagine 
themselves in the place of students—as if they 
know nothing about the process.

Every interaction is a decision point
Every interaction and impression universities make on 
students and parents matters. Each engagement along the 
path to college should set up the next step and strengthen the 
relationship in some way. When every tiny interaction feels 
fulfilling to students, these small victories build to create a 
powerful momentum. 

Most students don’t decide what college to attend in a sudden 
lightning strike—they take mental steps towards a decision 
over time until a conclusion is reached. Forging meaningful 
relationships with students is easier when schools optimize 
three weapons in every enrollment manager’s arsenal: clarity 
of message, authentic guidance and brand differentiation.
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Authentic Guidance
Students don’t want to feel like just another name 
on a robotic mailing list. Messages should have 
humanity. Communications are best when they 
are helpful, relatable, and accessible. Institutions 
should acknowledge the emotional nature of the 
college decision and position themselves as a 
valuable resource to guide families through the 
process. With the right content in the right context, 
schools can create more meaningful connections 
that lead to long-term relationships.

Brand Differentiation
The first impression an institution makes 
says everything. Students are looking at 
communications from many schools on the path to 
college. Schools should differentiate their voices 
and tones to convey what makes their institutions 
unique. A strong brand will create memorable 
connections for students and help them assess fit.

Making the most of every interaction requires 
a cohesive, multi-channel strategy including 
print, web, digital, and social media messaging. 
Schools should audit the entire recruiting process 
to understand what a prospective student 
relationship with their university looks and feels 
like first-hand. They should measure each outreach 
based on its proactivity, timeliness, relevance, and 
responsiveness to students and parents.
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YouTube tracks user actions and constantly refines the videos 
it presents. Each piece of data helps it more closely match 
user interests and deepen engagement. It works: More than 
70% of all time on YouTube is spent watching the videos 
recommended by its algorithm. Schools must use similar 
strategies as they communicate with prospective students. 

More than

of all time on YouTube  
is spent watching the videos 
recommended by its algorithm.

Borrow proven ideas from  
other industries
Student expectations for the journey to college are set by 
more than just schools. During consideration and inquiry, 
attention is the most valuable currency. Institutions are no 
longer competing just against other schools for student 
attention—they’re competing against the deluge of brands 
and entertainment that students are subject to every day. 
To differentiate themselves, schools should look to the 
strategies proven to work in other industries. 

As established above, a college’s best chance to reach 
students is heavily reliant on its ability to use technology 
and data to create guided experiences that respond 
to student needs. Brands like YouTube, Starbucks and 
Domino’s have all created solutions that leverage customer 
data to create more sophisticated experiences that feel 
personalized and meet users where they are.

70%

* blog.hootsuite.com/how-the-youtube-algorithm-works
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Today’s students have grown up not knowing 
anything else. Gen Z has digital in its DNA. 
From Snapchat to Starbucks, they expect 
instant everything—information access, 
gratification, communication and purchasing 
power. And they expect it to be personalized 
and responsive to their needs. Anything that 
fails to meet this standard creates frustration 
and friction that leads students to seek 
information elsewhere.

Consider:
• Starbucks built a mobile ordering 
app that learns customers’ favorite 
customized drinks (pegged to time of 
day, location, and order history) and 
can have them ready for pickup at the 
touch of a button.

• Uber imagined a frictionless process 
to replace taxis—smoothing over 
common pain points around pickup, 
navigation, and payment.

• Domino’s created a new twist on a 
customer loyalty program with Points 
for Pies, an app that rewards users 
who take photos of pizza (any pizza) 
with credits towards Domino’s orders, 
to keep the brand constantly top of 
mind every time a customer interacts 
with pizza.

These are the brands that are 
setting Gen Z’s expectations for 
responsive, thoughtful experiences. 

Successful enrollment leaders will 
oversee student progress, interpret 
real-time data, anticipate needs, and 
adjust course accordingly along each 
student’s journey to college. Using 
data to illuminate what students 
need, their place in the process, and 
what matters most to them will help 
enrollment leaders create stronger 
relationships based in empathy and 
trust—and motivate students to 
action along the path to college.

Schools must prioritize 
the digital experience and 
put students at the center 

of every interaction.
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What can schools do right now?

Better outcomes for everyone stem from stronger 
relationships—relationships that are built with 
data-driven personalized messaging, frictionless 
journeys that makes the most of every interaction, 
and student-centric strategies inspired by the best 
examples from other industries. These elements 
not only create better experiences for students, 
they help break down internal silos and make better 
use of an institution’s valuable counselor resources.

While building elevated recruiting practices takes 
time, schools can start now with these steps: 

Institutions should ask: 

 • Of our available data, what is most important 
to understanding our prospective students? 

 • How can we create a more customized 
experience for these prospects?

 • Where are the greatest opportunities to 
increase success? 

Understand current data and 
what it says about each individual
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Institutions should ask:

 • Is every step frictionless? 

 • Are calls to action advancing the relationship and 
moving prospects to the appropriate next step?

Institutions should ask:

 • Do our marketing efforts focus on the student?

 • Do all our communications help build 
authentic relationships?

 • Are we anticipating student needs and getting 
ahead of them?

Identify friction points in the 
process where prospective students 
may be dropping off

Identify messaging that falls short 
of a school’s promise, and improve it
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Kendall Morris  
Founding Partner at Two Ocean Education Partners and former CEO 
of digital marketing agency Create Digital and Chief Strategy Officer 
of Authentic Digital Agency. Kendall has developed strategies for 
building customer relationships for brands like National Geographic 
Education, Hilton, Verizon, Ralph Lauren and Capital One. Her expertise 
in digital channels and unique audiences has helped create meaningful 
impact to numerous businesses over the span of her career.

Sharon Fuller 

Higher Education consultant and former VP of Client Development at 
Royall & Company. Sharon has spent her career supporting colleges 
and universities in achieving their missions to better serve students. 
Her understanding of the higher education space and dedication to 
those who serve students is unmatched.

Two Ocean has brought together leaders from higher 
education and digital marketing to help you maximize 
your school’s impact with prospective students and 
achieve your goals for this year’s incoming class. We’d 
love to hear what’s working for you and where you see 
opportunities to improve your student journey.

Learn more

Want to see how Two Ocean 
is helping schools navigate 
the NEW new student journey 
and create transformational 
educational opportunities?


