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where funnel marketing, yield prediction, 
and answering the latest self-assessment 
can occupy an extraordinary amount 
of your time, what’s left to say about 
making better use of data?

A lot, it turns out. Data in admissions is 
ubiquitous, no doubt about it. But turning 
that data into actionable insight isn’t 
always easy. Today’s winning institutions 
are thinking about what outcomes 
they want, gathering data consistently, 
and thinking creatively about how to 
leverage data to attract, engage, and 
enroll students more successfully. 

Here are five strategies for getting more 
out of your data.

IN THE WORLD 
OF ADMISSIONS,
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IT’S A PROBLEM that no one wants to think about: the prospects you 
think are the best fit for your institution or programs are choosing to 
go elsewhere. Your job is to figure out why. 

According to a Noel-Levitz study on freshman attitudes, almost half 
of college students today say they want career services as soon as 
their first day on campus. One in five felt confused about which career 
option was right for them. Nearly 40% report having financial problems 
that are distracting and troublesome. 

What today’s students want from an education—whether they’re 
seeking a two-year certificate, entering a professional program, or 
leaving home for the first time to attend a traditional four-year college 
— might not be a new climbing wall. Understanding what students 
want from your institution is critical to how you attract, engage, and 
enroll them. 

01 UNDERSTAND WHAT YOUR 
STUDENTS WANT
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Result:  
The more granular your profile, 

the better able you will be to create offers 
and incentives that spark interest, overcome 
concerns, and attract students to your door.

Action: 
Understand who’s enrolling in your institution or 
program of study and why. 

Process: 
Look at historic data to build a profile of 

a successful student. A five-year look-back by age, 
geography, and GPA is a start, but getting more 
nuanced means going deeper. 

Look beyond the profile of your feeder institutions. 
Think about what academic training made a 
difference. How did students perform in key subjects 
or prerequisite courses? 

Financial anxieties affect how students make 
decisions. What assistance made a difference in 
their decisions to attend? Was it monetary? Good 
financial counseling? Both? What other obstacles 
did your best students face and how did they 
overcome them?

Don’t make assumptions about the students you 
lose. Survey them. If you think your competition is 
the private college across the road when it’s really 
the public university down the highway, chances are 
your recruiting methods will suffer. Understanding 
why students don’t choose your institution or 
program is as important as understanding why  
they do.

Begin to overlay standard demographics with 
motivational data to find patterns, build models, and 
reach the right students with the right messages. 01
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CONSTANTLY COMPILING REPORTS that no one 
reads is a hazard of the job. On the other hand, 
being the person with data at the ready for the 
queries that really matter isn’t just a career booster, 
it can be deeply satisfying. 

Data requests today come from all parts of 
the institution and beyond. And as scrutiny of 
institutional performance intensifies, the requests 
will likely keep proliferating. 

Action: 
Anticipate and prepare for stakeholder requests. 

Process:
Stay ahead of accreditation cycles. Identifying and 
collecting data for the various accreditations your 
institution participates in should be ongoing. That’s 
hard advice to put in practice when every month 
brings a new priority. Capturing that data in a system 
designed to track and analyze admissions criteria and 
calculate GPAs can reduce reporting from weeks to 
hours. And being prepared for an accreditation cycle 
not only means fewer disruptions for you and your 
staff, but fewer risks for your institution, which will 
be better positioned to improve underperforming 
operations earlier in the cycle and more able to 
respond to ongoing state and national surveys.

02 BE MORE RESPONSIVE
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Anticipate cabinet-level requests. Is your institution facing a leadership 
change? Opening a new campus? Launching a new program? 
Developiong strategic partnerships? Bringing courses online? All of 
these game-changers can prompt data requests—from a briefing 
report on institution-wide enrollment trends for the new chief executive 
to forecasting program enrollment for a new venture. Make sure you’re 
collecting the right data. The Common Data Set Initiative, designed 
to help students and their families access timely and accurate data 
during college searches, is a great resource for understanding what 
kind of data should be at your fingertips. Then begin benchmarking 
those metrics against those of peer institutions. Noel-Levitz produces 
consistent and reliable studies every year. 

Be ready for the gift that falls in your lap. Admissions and advancement 
occupy opposite poles of the student lifecycle, but their paths do cross. 
Today’s donors, particularly younger alums, are more hands-on than 
ever before. And when they’re ready to act, they are not inclined to 
wait. So when a donor wants to fund a new scholarship, be ready with 
the relevant data. Be able to match students from a particular state, 
county, or high school. Make sure you’ve captured student interests, 
be they engineering, soccer, or music. 

Help your colleagues improve program quality. A colleague comes 
to you wanting to understand whether prerequisites for a nursing 
program are stringent enough. That requires having the right tools to 
segment your admitted students at a very granular level and the ability 
to map that historical data against future performance. By taking the 
guesswork out of decisions around prerequisite criteria, you’ve helped 
your colleagues create a better program and uncovered a great data 
point to consider in future enrollment cycles. 

Result: 
Being nimble—and generous—with your data doesn’t just 

advance your admissions goals, it helps everyone at your institution 
work toward common goals—and gives you a leadership role.

02

http://www.commondataset.org/
https://www.noellevitz.com/papers-research-higher-education/enrollment-campus-planning/benchmark-reports-higher-education
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APPLICATION INFORMATION, school transcripts, 
ACT exams, student search lists, FAFSA data, self-
assessments, and surveys: the list goes on. You’re 
likely deluged by data from a wealth of self-reported, 
institutional, and secondary resources. 

And yet, finding a simple way to leverage that data 
to discover, qualify, and engage the students who will 
attend your institution can sometimes feel like a pipe 
dream: enrollment pattern research by ACT and the 
National Clearinghouse indicates that when it comes 
to college choice, most traditional students are still 
enrolling in schools less than an hour from their homes. 

Action: 
Throw out the dataset rulebook.

Process:
Understand your competencies. What dictates 
how your institution attracts and enrolls prospective 
students? Most still rely on “soft” data like mission, 
service region, or strategic vision. Put some data 
behind your specific competencies—the things you 
do best. More and more, enrollment offices are turning 
to new data sources to predict enrollment trends. 

03 GET CREATIVE

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/w-kent-barnds/does-big-data-know-best-n_b_3460096.html
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Instead of talking about what makes your institution great, think 
about what makes a particular program successful. Instead of talking 
generally about quality of education, find out where your graduates 
get jobs, who goes to graduate school, or lands a fellowship. Use 
specific data points to match competencies with student profiles in 
messaging at every stage of the admissions cycle.

Redefine “best-fit.” In their work on Big Data’s impact on college 
admissions and recruitment, Jay Goff and Christopher Shaffer 
remark that “most U.S. colleges and universities have not primarily 
recruited students based on their probability of succeeding.” And 
that’s good news for you. Test scores may be indicative of success, 
but understanding what makes a student successful at your institution 
will have a real impact. And the data is already at your fingertips. For 
undergraduate admissions, ACT exams alone provide over 265 data 
fields that you can combine with success factors gleaned from your 
institutional data to create robust student profiles. The ETS® Personal 
Potential Index serves a similar function for applicants to graduate 
schools. 

Ditch the college fair. Or at least put it to the test. Expensive. 
Exhausting. And, until now, mandatory. The college fair is a central 
feature of most college recruiting programs. Are they really worth it? 
Measuring your return on investment is much easier with tools that you 
can use on the fly to track attendees. Then take the time to examine 
the data. Did they apply? Were they desirable applicants? Did they 
get accepted? Did they enroll?  Either you’ll find ways to improve 
the college fair experience (by reaching out to students one-on-one 
before they ever arrive to pre-qualify them) or you’ll recoup those 
costs and engage in strategies that yield better returns. 

Result:
By turning heritage practices on their heads and letting go of the 
desire to cast a wide net you’ll build a stronger, more diverse, and 
highly qualified applicant pool. 

03
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OVERSHARE. WAIT. WHAT? 

RESEARCH from the U.S. Chamber of Commerce 
Foundation confirms that technology has 
transformed how Millennials engage with just 
about everything. “According to one survey, 86% 
of Millennials are willing to share information 
about their brand preferences online.” And it’s not 
just brand preferences. Sharing, for Millennials, is 
fundamental to how they communicate, establish 
relationships, and even form identities. A similar 
study indicates that GenZ kids are cognitively more 
nimble than their older siblings and can consume 
large amounts of disconnected information—but 
keeping their attention is a challenge. 

In higher education, the tendency to hold data 
close is sacrosanct. And at institutional, state, and 
national levels, frameworks to protect student 
data continue to be refined. But that worry over 
the privacy of student data shouldn’t prevent 
institutions—particularly admissions offices—
from finding innovative ways to share the kinds of 
information that today’s students crave. 

Action 
Open up the black box and share information about 
your admissions processes.

04

http://www.uschamberfoundation.org/millennial-generation-research-review
http://www.uschamberfoundation.org/millennial-generation-research-review
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Be prepared to make adjustments. Being open 
with data means taking risks. If you publish just how 
many women versus men you are admitting, or just 
how many students you accept from feeder schools, 
or just how many in-state versus out-of-state 
candidates you let through the doors, people—
students, administrators, policy makers, parents—
will have something to say. But is that a bad thing? 
Being a great institution means being responsive to 
your stakeholders. Opening the door to a broader 
conversation about how your admissions processes 
work could be just the game-changer your institution 
needs. 

Result
Putting your data out there means you 
are willing to engage. And, bottom 
line? That’s what today’s students are 
really looking for.

Process 
Put yourself in their shoes. Unless you’re under 
30, inhabiting the mind of a Millennial doesn’t just 
happen. Understanding who they are and what they 
want requires data. And even though they are the 
most researched generational cohort in history, the 
data that you need should be specific, situational, 
and up-to-date. One admissions director we spoke 
to wanted to know when applicants preferred to 
start their online application forms and was startled 
to discover that it ranged from 9 p.m. to 3 a.m. He 
changed how online support was being delivered. 
And he changed his attitude about assuming 
he knew everything there was to know about the 
students he was trying to reach.  

Launch an Application Tracker. If we can track when 
our pizzas are being baked, boxed, and delivered, 
why can’t we share data about the application 
process? The University of Michigan’s School 
of Medicine decided to open the doors to its 
admissions processes by starting small—publishing 
the dates of key decisions the admissions office 
would make throughout the enrollment season. 
That transparency was well received—not just by 
applicants, but by potential prospects who simply 
wanted to learn more about process. UMSM 
continued to publish how many students applied, 
how many were interviewed, how many seats 
were filled, and how many were left. They added 
demographic data so that anyone at any time could 
see exactly how admissions went about making 
their decisions. 

04

http://chronicle.com/article/BackgroundsBeliefs-of/145125/
http://chronicle.com/article/BackgroundsBeliefs-of/145125/
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ENROLLMENT DATA doesn’t exist in a silo. Information about 
enrollment trends informs some of the most critical questions 
campus leaders need to answer to advance the mission of their 
institutions. Your data informs decisions about program growth, 
faculty allocation, capital improvements, and more. Too often 
though, a lack of common data standards across schools and 
programs hinders an institution-wide perspective—and that 
can have devastating effects for your school’s viability.

Action
Develop common standards and processes that support cross-
institutional insight.

Process 
Establish common data standards for enrollment. How schools 
and programs define terms can vary widely. An applicant to 
the nursing program may be defined as someone who has 
submitted an application, while an applicant to the law school 
is defined as someone who has made a non-refundable tuition 
deposit. Without a common standard, understanding what 
should be a simple metric—the number of students applying 
to the institution—is simply out of reach. In addition to the 
Common Data Set Initiative, look at how the standards group 
CEDS defines terms. 

THINK HOLISTICALLY 05

http://www.commondataset.org/
https://ceds.ed.gov/
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Determine a common platform for admissions 
management. Look across the enrollment landscape 
on your campus and you will likely find as many 
systems for recruiting students as there are schools 
and programs admitting them. Each of those 
systems houses valuable data, but without a way 
to transform that data into actionable insight, you 
are likely relying on stale reports that are answering 
yesterday’s questions, rather than predicting 
tomorrow’s trends. Find a platform that is flexible 
enough to accommodate a range of admissions 
processes—without locking you into someone else’s 
idea of admissions excellence. 

Retain what is unique about your identity. How 
you recruit and admit prospective students is key 
to your brand: as a program, as a school, and as an 
institution. In most cases, recruiting outreach is the 
first contact your institution has with a student and 
its impact is far-reaching. Data management tools 
should deepen that relationship, not put it at risk. 
Look for tools that give you the flexibility to manage 
business school admissions differently from nursing 
school admissions—without sacrificing the ability to 
understand the performance of both. 

Result
Finding ways to deliver a truly holistic view of your 
enrollment data doesn’t mean sacrificing what 
makes each of your schools and programs unique. It 
does mean that campus leaders will look to you for 
strategic advice when they need to answer tough 
questions—and you’ll have the answers.

05
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ABOUT LIAISON 

Liaison helps higher education institutions identify, 
recruit, and enroll best-fit students with improved 
outreach, application, and enrollment processes. 
More than 4,500 programs rely on our admissions 
management and marketing automation software 
and services to reach prospective students, streamline 
administrative tasks, and create exceptional 
experiences for applicants across the full enrollment 
cycle—from first interest to first day on campus.

www.liaison-intl.com

http://www.liaison-intl.com

