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number one

Geography is Destiny

Population shifts are requiring colleges  
and universities to re-examine course  
offerings, delivery systems and recruit-
ment strategies. Proximity, convenience 
and niche offerings create demand that  
is relevant to the marketplace.

■ 	Between 2003 and 2016, the number of 
public high school graduates is projected 
to increase 6 percent nationally, with  
a 15 percent increase in the South, a 12 
percent increase in the West, a 1 percent 
increase in the Northeast, and a 4 percent 
decrease in the Midwest. (National 
Center for Education Statistics) 

■ 	Among four-year college students, 57 
percent attend a college 100 miles or less 
from their home, 30 percent between 
101 and 500 miles away, and 12 percent 
more than 500 miles from home. (CIRP 
2007)

■	 88.7 percent of all undergraduate stu-
dents attend college in their home states; 
81 percent of all first-year students who 
graduated from high school the previ-

ous academic year attend college in 
their home states. (Chronicle of Higher 
Education Almanac) 

■ 	Total college enrollment is projected to 
increase 17 percent between 2005 and 
2016, with increases of 22 percent for 
women and 10 percent for men. (NCES)

■ 	Between 2005 and 2016, minority  
enrollments are projected to increase 45 
percent for Hispanic students, 34 per-
cent for American Indian/Alaska Native 
students, 32 percent for Asian or Pacific 
Islander students, 29 percent for Black 
students, 15 percent for non-resident 
alien students, and 8 percent for White 
students. (NCES)

number two

Older & Wiser

Non-traditional students, ranging from 
age 25 and into the retirement years, rep-
resent a largely untapped market. Older 
learners are more likely to have the abil-
ity and willingness to pay for the educa-
tion they need or desire. >>> 

Ten Observations & Trends
The Impact on Student Recruitment and Enrollment  
at Independent Colleges and Universities

The marketplace for independent colleges and universities is dynamic,  
robust and challenging. During the course of the past twenty years, The 
Lawlor Group has conducted extensive quantitative and qualitative research 
for independent college and university clients throughout the United States. 
Based on proprietary research conducted this past year for our clients,  
along with other primary and secondary research available to the general 
public, the following are ten observations and trends that we believe  
are worth taking note of in 2008.
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■ 	While 86 percent of all adults 25  
and older have completed at least 
high school, only 29 percent hold a 
bachelor’s degree or higher. (Census 
Bureau)

■ 	Nearly 40 percent of students 
enrolled in higher education are 
over the age of 25. (Moody’s 2007)

■ 	Enrollment among students 25 
to 34 years of age is projected to 
increase 24 percent between 2005 
and 2016, and to increase 7 percent 
for students who are 35 and older. 
(NCES)

■	 Occupants of households with 
income levels in the top 20 percent: 
25.6 percent of 35- to 44-year-olds, 
29.7 percent of 45- to 54-year-olds, 
and 24.7 percent of 55- to 64-year-
olds. (Census Bureau)

 

Number Three

An Education 
That Works

The desired outcome of earning a 
four-year degree is jobs, careers  
and vocational mobility. Prospective  
students and their families seek  
evidence of practical outcomes that 
point to a return on their investment 
in a college education.

■	 90 percent of the fastest-growing 
jobs in the knowledge economy 
require some postsecondary education. 
(Government Accounting Office)

■	 19 percent of those holding executive, 
administrative and managerial posi-
tions are expected to retire within 
the next five years, creating a short-
fall of up to 10 million qualified 
workers by 2010. (Trend Letter)

■	 70.4 percent of first-year students 
cited “to be able to get a better job” 
as a very important reason for 

	 going to college, and 69.2 percent 
cited “to get training for a specific 
career.” (CIRP 2006)

■	 58.5 percent of first-year students 
at four-year colleges reported 
that “this college has a very good 
academic reputation” was a very 
important reason for selecting the 
college, and 49.1 percent cited “this 
college’s graduates get good jobs” as 
very important. (CIRP 2007)

■	 74 percent of parents say graduation 
rates are a key factor in choosing a 
college; 66 percent cited the earn-
ings of graduates as a key factor,  
and 65 percent cited the percentage 
of graduates who pursue careers  
in their field of study. (Millennials 
Go to College) >>>
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Change in 
High school 
Graduates , 
2008-2018

Source: Moody’s 2008
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■	 83 percent of employers consider 
completion of a supervised and 
evaluated internship or commu-
nity-based project to be effective 
in ensuring a graduate possesses the 
skills and knowledge for success on 
the job. (Association of American 
Colleges and Universities) 
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Show Me the Value

Private institutions own the word 
“expensive.” Stating the “so what?” 
benefits of an independent college 
education can increase the willing-
ness of prospective students to  
consider and select one, but the  
net cost of attendance ultimately 
influences selection.

■	 In 2006-07, more than four out of 
five college students were enrolled 
in public institutions; 46 percent  
of students were enrolled in public 
two-year institutions, where enroll-
ment increased 20 percent over  
the past decade. (GAO)

■	 Over the past five years, enrollment 
at public institutions has increased 

by 9.8 percent, but by only 6 percent 
at private institutions. (Moody’s 2007)

■	 While 46 percent of students  
who preferred attending a private 
institution ended up attending a 
public institution instead, only  
12 percent of those who preferred 

	 to attend a public institution 
enrolled at a private institution; 
students who are female, who are 
white, who have an ACT score 
greater than 20, and who have a 
family income greater than $50,000 
are more likely than the overall 
population to enroll at a private 
institution. (ACT)

■	 The median net tuition per student 
at private institutions increased  
5.7 percent last year to $16,478, 
while at public institutions it 
increased 7.8 percent to $5,300. 
(Moody’s 2007)

■	 Only 6 percent of full-time  
undergraduates attend a four-year  
institution that charges $33,000 per 
year or more (National Association 
of College and University Business 
Officers); more than 60 percent  
of all students attend colleges where 
tuition is less than $4,750. (GAO)

■	 Increases in tuition charges have 
outpaced inflation and family 
income increases for more than 25 
years. (Moody’s 2008)

■	 The personal savings rate in the 
United States has dipped into the 
negative numbers (slightly below 
zero), reflecting personal outlays 
that exceed disposable personal 
income. (Bureau of Economic 
Analysis)  

■	 From 2001 to 2004, the proportion 
of families that reported they had 
saved in the preceding year fell 3.1 

	 percentage points, to 56.1  per-
cent; only 11.6 percent of respon-
dents cited education as the most 
important reason for their saving. 
(Federal Reserve Board)

■	 For families that plan to utilize 
home equity or part of a stock 
portfolio to finance education, col-
lege choice may be affected by the 
housing and stock market declines, 
as well as broader economic down-
turns. (Moody’s 2008)

■	 Almost half of the student aid  
used by undergraduate students to 
finance their education is >>> 
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in the form of loans; during the 
past decade, subsidized federal loans 
declined from 54 percent to 32  
percent of total educational loans, 
while private loans increased from  
6 percent to 24 percent. 
(NACUBO)

■	 Average loan debt increased by 8 
percent from 2005 to 2006, while 
starting salary offers rose by only 
4 percent; average student-loan 
debt for the Class of 2006 was 
approximately $21,100. (Project on 
Student Debt)

■	 60 percent of Americans feel the 
middle class is the hardest hit in 
the financial aid process; 61 per-
cent self-identified as being in the 
middle or the upper-middle class 
(National Center for Public Policy 
and Higher Education), and in fact, 
the median income of the families 
of the 2005 entering class was 60 
percent above the national aver-
age. (Higher Education Research 
Institute) 

■	 In 2003-04, an average of 32  
percent of the tuition revenues 
were discounted back to students  
at private four-year institutions, 
versus 15 percent at public four-year 
institutions. More than 65 percent 
of the institutional grant aid at  
public two-year and private four-
year colleges goes to support the 
documented financial need of  
students, while only 40 percent  
of the institutional grant aid meets 
students’ need at public four-year 
institutions. (College Board) 
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The Wealth of Stealth

The stealth marketplace and its 
accompanying behaviors, particular-
ly word-of-mouth recommendations, 
dominate the college consideration 
process. An institution’s Web site, as 
well as other Internet resources and 
online social networks, are changing 
the way prospective students search 
and learn about colleges and univer-
sities.

■ 	84 percent of prospective students 
report using colleges’ Web sites 
most heavily in their research, 
followed by personal recom-
mendations at 75 percent and 
college viewbooks at 64 percent. 
(Eduventures)

■	 African-American teenagers who 
use the Internet are significantly 
more likely to go online to look  
for information about colleges and 
universities they are thinking about 
attending (79 percent) than white 
teenagers (51 percent). Overall,  
55 percent of online teens say they 
look for college information on  
the Web; over 80 percent of older 
girls (ages 15 to 17) look for college 
information online, compared  
with 67 percent of older boys.  
(Pew Internet)

 
■	 41 percent of students enroll in a 
college that was not listed among 
their five school choices on their 
ACT exam (36 percent go on to 
attend private institutions, 52  
percent public); students >>> 
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Percentage of Freshmen Reporting “Too Little” Parental Involvement

White Black Native  
American

Asian/Pacif-
ic Islander

Latina/o

Item % % % % %

Decision to go to college 4.2 8.2 8.1 8.4 11.5
Application(s) to college 11.9 20.0 20.0 22.8 27.3
Decision to go to this college 7.6 14.6 13.8 14.6 18.4
Dealings with officials at your college 12.1 20.5 20.7 33.3 32.2
Choosing college courses 18.6 33.4 28.8 37.4 43.5
Choosing college activities 16.1 33.7 27.8 39.6 43.3

Source: CIRP 2007
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with very low and very high ACT 
scores are more likely to enroll in 
institutions not part of their choice 
set. (ACT)

■	 66 percent of college students are 
learning about brands, products  
and services from their friends, and 
61 percent report they pay a lot of 
attention to word-of-mouth adver-
tising, which is up from 48 percent 
in 2004. (Alloy College Explorer)

■	 75 percent of college students surf 
social-networking sites. (Anderson 
Analytics) 
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Seeing is Believing

The campus visit and its accompa-
nying atmospherics provide sensory 
cues to prospective students and 
families about an institution’s value 
and worth. Just as the campus visit 
experience must be managed with 
organizational intent, colleges and 
universities must ensure that the 
sensory cues conveyed via the insti-
tution’s web site and other touch-
points are authentic and consistent. 

■	 43 percent of first-year students at 
four-year colleges reported that “a 
visit to campus” was very important 
in influencing their decision to 
attend the college. (CIRP 2007) 

■	 67 percent of prospective students 
use virtual tours to narrow their 
college lists, 33 percent select 
“Virtual Tour” as their first link  
to follow from a college Web site’s 
home page when that link is promi-
nently displayed. (CampusTours, Inc.)

■	 62 percent of Internet-connected 
college students download video on 
a typical day. (Survey U) 

Number seven

Home Sweet Home

Prospective students look for indica-
tions on campus of the physical  
comforts and psychological supports 
found at home. Parents, and this  
usually means moms, are taking note 
of the same and are important gate-
keepers to the final decision process.

■	 Only 16 percent of mothers and  
19 percent of fathers consider their 
college-age students as adults. 
(Journal of Family Psychology)

■	 More than 90 percent of those in 
Generation Y report being “very 
close” to their parents. (Gallup)

■	 Parental involvement is higher in 
matters affecting a child’s future, 
versus day-to-day activities, and by 
far parents’ greatest involvement 
concerns college planning; students 
with lower SAT scores and male 
students report higher levels of  
parent involvement. (College 
Board/Art & Science Group)

■	 80.5 percent of first-year students 
reported their parents were 

	 involved the “right amount” in 
their decision to attend the college 
they chose, and white students were 
less likely than students of other 
racial/ethnic backgrounds to report 
“too little” parental involvement. 
(CIRP 2007)

■	 High school juniors and seniors 
expressed rising interest in bas-
ketball (16.4 percent), art/design 
(13.9%), soccer (12.7 percent), 
academic/honors clubs (12 per-
cent), football (11.4 percent), and 
fraternities/sororities (11.3 percent). 
Interest in other activities was 

either flat or declined. (National 
Research Center for College & 
University Admissions 2008)

■	 American colleges and universities 
completed $15 billion worth of build-
ing projects in 2006, representing 
a 260 percent increase since 1997. 
(College Planning & Management) 
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Belief in the Future

Spirituality, environmentalism and 
social consciousness should all  
have a place on college campuses, 
according to most students. The 
presence of programs and orga-
nizations dedicated to these areas 
enhances the value proposition.

■	 The only increase in religious pref-
erence among college students since 
2000 was in the “none” category, up 
to 19.4 percent (CIRP 2007); but 
from the start of their first year until 
the end of their junior year, students 
in a longitudinal study reported 
more focus on integrating spiritual-
ity into their lives, jumping from 
41.8 percent to 50.4 percent. (Higher 
Education Research Institute)

■	 37 percent of students prefer socially 
conscious brands, 29 percent give 
back to the community, and 17  
percent feel connected to a cause. 
(Alloy College Explorer)

■	 49.5 percent of first-year students 
at four-year colleges considered 
“improving my understanding of 
other countries and cultures” to be 
essential or very important. (CIRP 
2007) >>>
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■	 36.8 percent of first-year students at 
four-year colleges considered “help-
ing to promote racial understand-
ing” to be essential or very impor-
tant. (CIRP 2007)

■	 Students at a growing number of 
colleges are voting to increase their 
own fees to start environmental sus-
tainability funds, and by the end of 
2007, presidents at 444 colleges and 
universities had signed on to the 
Presidents Climate Commitment to 
minimize global warming emissions. 
(Campus Progress) 

number nine

Staying Connected

Recent innovations in communica-
tion technology provide the means 
for the college to stay connected with 
parents of current students, as well 
as alumni and gatekeepers. Staying 
connected with the people who are 
most familiar with the institution, and 
who are most likely to have a favor-
able impression, enhances word-of-
mouth referrals and increases famil-
iarity and institutional recognition.

■	 93 percent of teenagers use the 
Internet; in 2006, 89 percent of 
teens accessed the Internet from 
home. (Pew Internet)

■	 72 percent of teens own a desktop 
computer, 63 percent own cell 

phones, 51 percent own iPods/MP3 
players, 25 percent own laptops, 
and 8 percent own personal digital 
devices. (Pew Internet)

■	 64 percent of online teens ages  
12 to 17 have participated in  
content-creating activities on the 
Internet, up from 57 percent in 
2004. (Pew Internet)

■	 55 percent of online teens ages  
12 to 17 have created a profile  
on a social networking site such  
as Facebook or MySpace. Girls  
(61 percent) are more likely than  
boys (49 percent) to use social  
networking sites. (Pew Internet)

■	 86.1 percent of first-year students at 
four-year colleges reported spend-
ing time on social networking sites 
each week during their senior year 
of high school. (CIRP 2007)

■	 While 76 percent of adults send 
more e-mail messages than instant 
messages, 70 percent of teens send 
more instant messages than e-mail 
(AP/AOL); yet teens prefer e-mail 
over texting by a margin of three to 
one when it comes to exchanging 
information. (Harris Interactive)

■	 Among U.S. mobile phone users, 
43 percent of those 18 to 24 years 
old use text messaging daily, com-
pared to 22 percent for ages 25-44, 
16 percent for ages 45-54, and 10 
percent for ages 55-64. (eMarketer)

■	 57 percent of online teens watch 
videos on sites such as YouTube. 
Online teens with parents who 
have high levels of income and 
education are more likely to visit 
video-sharing sites than other 
online teens. (Pew Internet)
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Make It Personal

Personalized attention and a custom- 
ized experience enhance value and 
increase satisfaction. The benefits of 
size can help customize the process, 
personalize the message, and  
individualize the experience.

■	 Among students taking the ACT 
exam, the greatest percentage (37 
percent) attend institutions with 
enrollment sizes of 1,000 to 4,999 
students, yet only 23 percent of 
these students indicated they  
originally preferred an institution  
of that size. (ACT)

■ 	52 percent of entering students at 
four-year private colleges (versus 
only 37.4 percent at four-year pub-
lic colleges) cited “I wanted to go 
to a school about the size of this 
college” as a very important reason 
for selecting it. (CIRP 2007)


