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Executive Summary
COVID-19 Making a Noticeable Impact on
Students’ Priorities and Journey to Education
The path to higher education is layered with important and often complex decision-making moments for students. During the pandemic,
traditional decision-making factors have been reinforced while new factors have emerged. Students navigating through this increasingly digital
higher education journey — starting with the choice to pursue school, exploration of schools and programs, applying, acceptance, and eventual
enrollment — will be faced with a more complex set of decisions affecting every aspect of the student experience.
Awareness

Consideration

What programs
are available?

How do the
programs compare?

Field, locations,
website/social

Course offerings,
qualifications,
certifications,
former and current
students

Ready to Enroll

What qualifications
do I need?

Recruiters, website,
academic advisors

How will I pay
for school?

Will I find a job?

What type
of hands‑on
experience will
I get?

Financial aid,
scholarships, grants

Success stories,
statistical data

Employment
services, housing
assistance,
internships
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Admissions

Start

How do I enroll?

Am I ready to begin
my schooling?

Admissions
& enrollment
processes

Tools & living
arrangements

Executive Summary
What We Learned About Students’ Priorities
and Journey to Education
First and foremost, we know they’re reevaluating their timing. Nearly 43% of all prospective students are considering delaying starting a new
1- to 2-year program. Whether for financial reasons, which is the pandemic’s biggest impact on students’ path to education (43%), or a complete
reevaluation of the path they want to follow — nearly 67% of students are now considering other career or degree/certificate program options —
most students have untethered themselves from their pre-pandemic education plans. And, because of that, what matters most to them as they’re
evaluating their next move can’t go unnoticed; they need concrete, tangible and specific information to move forward — 43% resonate with
program-specific information, 38% resonate with information on financial aid opportunities, and 21% resonate with real student stories.
As marketers seek to navigate the new normal, it is crucial to understand the barriers facing today’s students and the nuances that must be
considered in your marketing strategy to ensure students feel heard and supported from the beginning to the end of their journey.

43%

67%

of all prospective students are
considering delaying starting a
new 1- to 2-year program

of students are now considering
other career or degree/certificate
program options
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MESSAGES THAT RESONATE MOST
1. Program-Specific Information (43%)
2. Financial Aid Opportunities (38%)
3. Real Student Stories (21%)
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Pandemic Impact on Higher Ed
Why This Was the Right Time
to Hear From Students
Prior to the COVID-19 outbreak, 2020 was looking to be a strong but shifting year for higher education.
The fundamentals of the economy seemed steady, student enrollment declines had slowed
(according to the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center), and the job market created
ample opportunities for graduates across disciplines to successfully make the move from
student to starting their careers.
Then, as we all know, the world of higher education was thrown a pandemic-sized curveball
that has shaken up the industry like never before. We knew early on that things would
likely never be the same, but it was unclear what impact this would have on students’
journeys to investing in higher education and selecting a school. In the first few
months that followed, we observed massive changes and a feeling of uncertainty
that in some cases shifted from day to day. The big unknown at the time was,
what form would learning take? And would students show up for school?
Or would we see the highest rate of “summer melt” in years?
Now that we have made it to the Fall of 2020 and some of these key
questions have been answered, we decided it was time to hear
from prospective students themselves.
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Pandemic Impact on Higher Ed
It’s a Tough Road Ahead for Most Schools,
While Some Thrive in This “New Normal”
We knew it wouldn’t be a matter of if, but how, a pandemic of this nature played
a role in the economy and people’s perception of their ability to advance
economically. We’ve all started to see the impact of this in enrollment
numbers. While the outcome for the greater higher education community
Immediate financial pressure and uncertainty about
has been quite negative, the impact you are seeing largely depends on
the shape of an economic recovery has led to a
what type of institution you’re with and how well prepared it was to
preference for short-term, non-degree (25 percent) or
handle this massive shift in the way students learn.
skills‑training (37 percent) programs, outpacing bachelor’s
Community colleges, along with schools relying on
international students, have seen significant declines;
meanwhile many 4-year colleges have seen only
moderate decreases in enrollment, and online schools
and those offering specialized certificates have
seen a significant uptick as they were forced to
adapt to the new normal.

degree programs (16 percent) by a significant margin.

The American Council on Education estimated a 25% decline
of international student enrollment this fall and a $25 billion revenue
loss for education institutions.
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FOR-PROFIT COLLEGES, LONG TROUBLED,
SEE SURGE AMID PANDEMIC
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Pandemic Impact on Higher Ed
Opportunities Exist for Those Open to
Adjusting Their Value Proposition
“10 to 20 percent of colleges in the US could ‘perish’ within a year due to the coronavirus
pandemic.” That’s what Scott Galloway, Professor of Marketing at the NYU Stern School of
Business, has said about the outlook for higher education. While this might seem like an
exaggeration, it must be taken seriously. What students are seeking now is different from
what it has been in the past, and schools must seek to understand these shifts in order to set
themselves up for success in the long term. It’s not enough to just offer an online tour and
distance learning to students; in many cases, schools must change how they operate and the
value they provide.
The future of higher education has never looked less certain, but lack of certainty doesn’t
inherently lead to cutbacks or closures. Our research aims to arm institutions with insight into
shifts in the student mindset and journey, so they can tailor their marketing and the student
experience to what today’s students seek. You’ll understand the new pathways that exist for
students, changes to the student journey, and opportunities to adapt messaging to set yourself
up for success in 2021 and beyond.
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10-20%

of colleges in the US
could “perish” within
a year due to the
coronavirus pandemic.
- Scott Galloway,
Professor of Marketing,
NYU Stern School of Business

Goals & Methods of Research
Survey Methods & Demographic Breakdown

CURRENT LEVEL
OF EDUCATION

Our goal was to understand how the pandemic has impacted students’ and potential
students’ decision-making process when it comes to higher education. We conducted a
survey of 528 respondents across the country, gathering data on the pandemic’s impact on
the decision‑making process of prospective students in the coming 18 months, current and
prospective students’ perception of the value of higher education, and trends in education
and career paths for both traditional and non-traditional students, who have become a larger
portion of the student population in recent years.

AGE
51-60
9%
41-50

ETHNICITY

18-25

12%

21%

Other
Asian 3%
American

26-30

35%

23%

36-30

Other
.5%

16.5%

10%

Hispanic
9%

31-40

MILITARY

GENDER

African
American
21%

Caucasian
57%

Male
49%

Current or
Former Military

Female
50.5%

22.92%
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1%
Didn’t Finish High School
16.5%
High School Diploma or GED
3.5%
Trade or Vocational School Certificate
15%
Some College But No Degree
12%
Associate’s Degree
22%
Undergraduate Degree (Including Multiple)
26%
Master’s Degree (Including Multiple)
4%
PhD (Including Multiple)

Traditional vs. Non-Traditional Students
Differences in Priorities Still Exist
Traditional Students
Pandemic traditional students can be characterized as cautiously optimistic about higher
education being of value, but definitely more likely to question every aspect of their
decision-making process and to consider what other options may be out there for them.
Non-Traditional Students
Non-traditional students can be characterized as more optimistic than
traditional students about their prospects post-pandemic, perhaps because
they have already made career and job choices in the past, may have
already experienced an economic downturn, and have a clearer vision
of how to react and adapt in ways that will be best for them and
their circumstances. Also perhaps because they perceive to have
fewer options available to them than a student just starting
their education or career journey.
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NON-TRADITIONAL STUDENTS

TRADITIONAL STUDENTS
36%

28%

	Less likely than pre-pandemic
to pursue higher education

Less likely than pre-pandemic
to pursue higher education

54%

65%

	As a result of the pandemic, consider having
a degree or certificate extremely valuable

As a result of the pandemic, consider having
a degree or certificate extremely valuable

35%

47%

	Distance learning is extremely effective

Distance learning is extremely effective

43%

44%

	Considering delaying starting
a 1- to 2-year program

Considering delaying starting
a 1- to 2-year program

32%

45%

	More likely than pre-pandemic to
explore other career options

More likely than pre-pandemic to
consider other financial aid options

32%

41%

	Extremely confident about finding a job

Extremely confident about finding a job

44%

29%

	More likely than pre-pandemic to
pursue a program I was considering

More likely than pre-pandemic to pursue a program
I was considering (44% among just 41- to 60-year-olds)

62%

72%

	Consider higher education institutions to have
adapted extremely or very effectively

Consider higher education institutions to have
adapted extremely or very effectively
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5 Student Insights & Marketing Opportunities

1

Pursuing an
Education
Post‑Pandemic —There’s a Clear
Divide Among
Students
The gray area doesn’t
exist. Marketers can
either compete for the
highly motivated, but
also larger and highly
competitive pool of
students, OR choose
to nurture a more
hesitant but much less
competitive pool.

2

Timing is
Everything:
Non‑Traditional
Learners Delay
Starting School
Play the long game
and be prepared
to nurture students
longer than expected.

3

The Pandemic
Hasn’t Changed
Everything:
Affordability and
Program Fit Still
Rise to the Top
Now more than ever,
students need to
be reassured about
affordability and
program fit, which
are traditionally top
priorities for students.
Schools have an
opportunity to get
straight to the point…
the proof point.
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4

Distance Learning:
Older Students
Are Surprising
Advocates
In-person versus
distance learning
will continue to be
an evaluation point,
but not necessarily
for the reasons you’d
expect. Schools have
an opportunity to
position their distance
learning properly.

5

Understanding
Motivations and
Barriers Can
Change Hearts
and Minds
The selling points for
schools — four-year
and trade alike —
don’t matter right
now. Regardless
of age, lifestage
or program of
interest, students
are about instruction
delivery being safe
and effective, and
believing their school
has the right support
system in place for
them to succeed.

Student Insight #1
Pursuing an Education Post‑Pandemic —
There’s a Clear Divide Among Students

MOST STUDENTS STILL
COMMITTED TO HIGHER ED BUT
SOME UNLIKELY TO RETURN

Students are paying attention to the economy, and its effects on
the job market and earning potential across different categories
of employment. How could they not? And they recognize the role
education plays in combating the fluctuations of an economic
downturn. First and foremost, we saw that prospective students agree
on the value of higher education, with 85% noting it’s very or extremely
valuable. This was primarily due to what higher education means for
bettering themselves: their job, their future, their life.

I am less likely
to pursue higher
education

36%
Traditional Student (18-25)
28%
Non-Traditional Student (26-40)
17%
Non-Traditional Student (40+)

Notable: for some students, obtaining an education means having the
credentials to stand out from the rest of the applicant pool. Also, 32%
of prospective students were more likely to pursue the same program
they were intending. For others, the job market is and will continue
to be scarce, so advancing their education may actually seem like an
uncertain endeavor. And 27% said they are less likely to pursue higher
education at all.

I am more likely to
pursue education
and the same
program I was
intending on

31%
Traditional Student (18-25)
29%
Non-Traditional Student (26-40)
44%
Non-Traditional Student (40+)
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85%

of respondents still consider higher education to be
very or extremely valuable.
Respondents find higher education to be a means for bettering
themselves: their job, their future, their life.
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Marketing Opportunity #1
Messaging Matters: The Devil is in
the Details of Personalization
Schools have to market both the short- and long-term benefits of higher education, and that might mean digging deeper into
program‑by‑program messaging targeted at the right personas. This micro messaging is considered highly desirable by 43% of prospective
students, who indicated that specific degree/program messages resonate most. Consider creating more hyper-focused and hyper‑targeted
campaigns, rather than allocating the bulk of your budget to brand campaigns. And rely on the story your data is telling to be a beacon of light for
a multi-campaign approach, both in terms of your strategy and campaign performance metrics — A/B testing will be crucial to determining what
is and isn’t working for your specific prospective students.
This highly segmented approach may prove even more effective than a blanket approach, given that the nature of higher education instruction
could also be adapting to a “flipped” model. “Smaller chunks of learning that are outcome-based make more sense than traditional semesters,”
wrote Michael Pochon, who taught entrepreneurship at Carnegie Mellon for a decade.

Some Find Degrees To Be More Important Than Ever...

...While Others Believe More Degrees Leave You Overqualified
“I don’t know if there’s really anything that will help
with finding a job; even if you have the skills, sometimes
you are then considered overqualified.”

“I was uncertain of what degree I really needed to find a valuable
job, however now because of the widespread unemployment,
a higher degree is more valuable in the workforce.”

- Female, 31-35, Florida

- Female, 26-30, Nevada
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Student Insight #2
Timing is Everything: Non-Traditional
Learners Delay Starting School
Prior to the pandemic, higher education institutions had begun to see a shift in their student body demographics. But, as a result of the pandemic,
we’ve seen the trend of more students from a wide variety of ages in higher ed only continuing to accelerate.
Now, as we look to a post-pandemic world, older, non-traditional students are choosing to pursue higher education for the first time or looking
to obtain a degree or certificate they may have not pursued or completed directly out of high school. Still others are returning for an additional
degree, hoping that the additional accreditation will pave the way for career growth in a less stable economy and job market.
While our previous white paper (“Marketing Higher Education to Non‑Traditional Students”) highlights the changing role the non‑traditional adult
learner plays in the higher education space, we found in our most recent survey data that these students’ motivators and barriers differ from those
of their more traditional student counterparts. We found that many of these students have decided to delay going back to school as a result of the
pandemic. What that means for the higher education institutions, particularly in light of the pandemic, is that the hope that your school’s name,
namesake or reputation will naturally funnel in prospects is a false hope.

28%

are continuing as planned
with no change to timeline

72%

are considering delaying
timeline to start school
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Marketing Opportunity #2
Play The Long Game: Be Prepared
to Nurture Students Longer Than Expected
While the majority of respondents agree that the pandemic has actually increased their
conviction to stay the course, we know that timing is everything. The pandemic has directly
impacted students’ timing in pursuing their education, meaning that understanding the nuances
of each student type’s journey is crucial to effectively marketing to them. For example, 44% of
prospective students surveyed say they’ll consider delaying starting a 1- to 2-year program, and
19% say they’ll consider delaying the continuation of a 1- to 2-year program.
This may result in a shift to a longer nurture funnel in some cases, understanding that just
because a warm lead turns cool doesn’t mean it’s immediately headed to cold. We’re talking
about understanding the macro and micro student journeys, which is an investment that looks
very different from the type we’re used to in terms of both time and money.
In these cases, email is always going to be a marketer’s best friend; email far outweighed other
marketing tactics as being the most memorable pieces of marketing for these prospective
students (31%) versus social media, which came in second place with 17%.
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I need to hear something to
make me believe that I can
still get a quality education —
something that shows me
they’re thinking creatively. I will
be very disappointed if I don’t
see that anything changes in
the next 12 months.
- Frank M., 60, Missouri

Student Insight #3
The Pandemic Hasn’t Changed Everything:
Affordability and Program Fit Are Still Top Priorities
Much like what’s being seen in the rest of the economy, potential students indicated they care
about one thing: getting the most bang for their buck in terms of both financial commitment
and the value of an education for job security. This tells us one very important thing:
perceiving is believing.

MESSAGES THAT
RESONATE MOST
43%
Information About Specific Degrees/Programs

So let’s break this down.

38%

Of those who are less likely to pursue education due to the pandemic, 85% still believe that a
degree or certificate is very or extremely valuable. Part of that disconnect could be that finances
are an even bigger factor than before the pandemic; 27% indicated that they are now forced to
explore other financial aid sources.
Now, of those who are more likely to pursue higher education, 37% said they are most likely
to self-fund their education, and 47% will most resonate with messages about specific degree
programs. Given this self-reliance mentality and hyper-focus on program specificity and
alignment, these students are seeking a highly productive education experience.

Information on Financial Aid

21%
Real Students, Real Stories

21%
Convenience

20%
Detailed Salary Expectations for Graduates
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Marketing Opportunity #3
Get Straight to the Point…The Proof Point
Now more than ever, students need to be reassured about affordability, program fit, and how
they can get the most out of their education, which have long been top priorities for students.
Schools should consider creating hyper-focus in the marketing efforts around tangible and
proven proof points to fill the top of the funnel and convert prospective students into
enrolled students. There are two ways to do this effectively.
Proof: Uncover and document narratives around success stories —
both data‑driven and anecdotal — to grow confidence in your
school and its capabilities to efficiently and meaningfully produce
workforce‑ready students.

“It will help to choose which course
or subjects are helpful to improve the
skills and get much bigger pay and job.”
- Male, 41-45, Pennsylvania
“Cost of college well outpaces the benefits.”
- Male, 51-55, Kentucky

Assurance: Give students reasons to believe that your school
understands their most pressing needs at the outset — whether
that’s access to financial support or real-world experience
and connection — to assuage students’ concerns and
quickly overcome their most pressing barriers and, by
consequence, shorten the prospective student journey.

“I feel like when an individual [can tell] a real-life story [and]
can explain their hands-on experience with the online school, it
gives individuals fuel for the type of school it is and [helps them]
figure out if they are interested in that type of school.“

How do we know? They told us.

Female, 26-30, New York
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This is the second time around for me considering this program.
Even though it just wasn’t the right timing before, I couldn’t let the
idea go of what this program would do for me. The school said all the
right things, especially how well I could make school work with my work
schedule now that I’ll be at home indefinitely.
- Female, 31-36, Arizona
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Student Insight #4
Distance Learning: Older Students
Are Surprising Advocates
Despite having to adapt in the moment to a complete upheaval of instruction delivery, the
majority of potential student respondents believe that higher education institutions have
adapted well to new formats for learning. More skepticism exists, however, among the
more traditional student population — only 35% of 18- to 25-year-olds find distance
learning to be extremely effective, compared to 47% of non-traditional students,
26- to 40-year-olds, who find distance learning to be extremely effective.
Consider the fact that 43% of 18- to 25-year-olds surveyed are considering
delaying a 1- to 2-year program, we may be able to assume they’re
holding out, in part, based on a desire for a more traditional, in‑person
instruction experience. Despite some of these trepidations and
changes in behavior, we still know that, as of right now, students’
confidence in the power of an education to serve them well
in the job market is high. More than 65% of students
felt confident or extremely confident in finding a job
after completing their program, even in light of
the pandemic.
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Marketing Opportunity #4
Positioning Your Distance Learning Properly
When asked about what words they would use to describe distance learning, the terms most
selected were overwhelmingly positive. While we’ve all seen stories of the perils of distance
learning (especially for those who are new to it) respondents generally found this to be a net
positive. At this point, it’s clear that some form of distance learning is here to stay.
The way we see it, there are two paths you can take as a school:
 Lean heavily into your distance learning experiences and capabilities
 Lean heavily into the merits that make your program different regardless
of delivery method
The choice you make will largely depend on how well your institution has weathered the
distance learning transition firestorm and your school’s reputation, pre-pandemic, for
innovative, out-of-the-box thinking in terms of instruction delivery. This is where success stories
and providing access to current students and professors become incredibly valuable, even
beyond your typical testimonial video. While we are marketing to prospective students, it’s
important not to over-promise, and to ensure realistic expectations are set from the start.
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STUDENTS DESCRIBE DISTANCE
LEARNING IN MOSTLY
POSITIVE TERMS

38%
38%
Helpful
Flexible
34%
34%
Valuable
Accessible
23%
Money-saving 21%
Invaluable
21%
17%
Easier
Structured
13%
13%
Difficult
Pointless
11%
8%
Overwhelming
Costly
8%
7%
Harder
Unstructured

This was planned way before the pandemic. I was accepted and didn’t
want to start over. I was thinking about stopping, with it [the pandemic]
being said to be over by June or July. I made the best decision,
because this is certainly not over yet.
- Rich F., 29, New Hampshire
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Student Insight #5
Understanding Motivations and Barriers
Can Change Hearts and Minds
We’re going to deliver the news that no marketer wants to hear: a large percentage of prospective students (37% of total respondents) have
indicated the pandemic makes them less likely to pursue higher education. But we can also deliver some fail-safe ways to reach these detractors
just by understanding a few key drivers behind their motivations and barriers.

1

2

Who they are says a lot about what
they need

What they need ties directly to what
they need to hear

21% have high school degrees or graduate
degrees. So we’re talking to our ladder
climbers or our career switchers.

They need to seek other financial aid
sources — most relying on grants,
scholarships and financial aid for
support (37%).

30% are that non-traditional adult learner
26-35 years old.

They need to consider seeking new career
options (32%).
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3
What they need to hear: the truth
The only group of respondents for which
detailed salary expectations rose to the
top three messages that resonate is
26‑ to 40-year‑olds.
The biggest barrier post-pandemic is
their physical health, and the majority feel
optimistic about distance learning to know
that they can safely pursue their education.

Why are you
pursuing or
considering
pursuing higher
education in the
next 18 months?
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Marketing Opportunity #5
Don’t BS: Hit Them with the Facts
Hope is not lost to reach these potential students, but you have to target and address these
students differently. If you do anything to address these students, do this: Hit them with facts.
Facts need to clearly illustrate the potential for higher education to be accessible, affordable,
and productive. Consider using messages that speak to their specific life stage — ladder
climber versus the career switcher. But be careful where and how you use distance
learning as a motivator: craft messages that prove to 18- to 40-year-olds that distance
learning will not be “difficult” and “hopeless,” and lean into the advantages of
distance learning for the 41- to 60-year-olds who find it “flexible” and “helpful.”
Of those who are less likely to pursue higher education, most (37%) indicated
the pandemic has forced them to explore other financial options. Most will
be relying on grants, scholarships, and financial aid.

“Even though I’m still working, there is still a lot of
uncertainty. I don’t know how things will end up. I want to
be ready for the next step. I’m looking for something that’s
safe, that shows me I’ll have a job in a growing industry.”
- Sam M., 47, California
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Bonus: Student Insights
The Rise of Microlearning Platforms
EDUCATION PLATFORM PROSPECTIVE
STUDENTS HAVE CONSIDERED

In recent years, we’ve seen a rise in microlearning platforms that
has only been accelerated by the pandemic. These platforms offer
affordable and accessible ways to learn and have mastered the art
of online teaching and learning. While in the short term they might
not pose a direct threat to 4-year programs, they in many ways
can compete for students seeking certificates or other continued
education.

1LinkedIn Learning (35%)
2Khan Academy (34%)
3SkillShare (23%)
4Udemy (19%)
5Coursera (17.5%)
6Canvas (17%)
7Pluralsight (15.5%)

Schools have an opportunity, in their own way, that despite the
increasingly diversifying access points to quality education outside
the ivory tower, your school can deliver something the LinkendIns —
which 35% of respondents said they’ve considered taking advantage
of during the pandemic — and Khan Academys of the world can’t:
a commitment to their success.
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8Grasshopper (10%)
9Udacity (10%)
10edX (9.5%)
11Codecademy (9%)
12Infosec Skills (7%)
13HubSpot Academy (7%)

Higher Ed Going Forward
Uncertainty Remains
With the pandemic has come much uncertainty. That statement is no less true for higher
education than it is for anything else. Students and schools alike are doing their best to predict
and plan for the future both in the short and long term.
Adaptability is the Name of the Game
The economic implications are pushing more potential students to reevaluate their life and
career paths, and whether the two need to intertwine to create security, stability and certainty.
Yet, adaptability seems to come more strongly from the non-traditional students, who are more
optimistic about their confidence in a distance-learning world. As schools evaluate what is
going to work best for them and their students in terms of safety and delivery, they also need
to reevaluate how to reach the students they would typically attract with messages that provide
specificity and clarity for expectations, while tailoring those same reevaluated messages for
non‑traditional students, who have proven to be more motivated.

When I was searching before
[the pandemic], you kind of
felt like you get thrown to the
wolves. I was overwhelmed.
Now they asked what my life is
like, what I’m going through as
a mom, and it just made me feel
like “you can totally do this.”
- Melody G., 43, Washington
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Higher Ed Going Forward
There is No Middle Ground
For students making up their mind — they’re either in or they’re out.
As a marketer, you need to capitalize on the students going all in,
making sure you’re the right fit for them — don’t just convince
them with fake promises or try to convince those who aren’t as
motivated that there’s value in education and debunk their
fears. Paying attention to any slight shifts in data trends
could be a breadcrumb of success to try something or
reach someone different, given you’re competing in an
increasingly competitive pool of students.
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THERE IS NO MIDDLE GROUND
They’re either in or they’re out. As a marketer, you can capitalize on motivated,
but highly sought-after, students — making sure they see you as the right fit
for them — while nurturing the less competitive students who need to see a
clear pathway in and out of higher education — making sure they see you as a
valuable resource for their decision-making process. Both can be lucrative and
both can be addressed with entirely different messages and tactics.
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Getting in Touch
LaneTerralever
645 E Missouri Ave, Suite 400
Phoenix, AZ 85012
602.258.5263
info@laneterralever.com
www.laneterralever.com/industries/higher-education-marketing-agency

