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Introduction

The rapid advancement of technology 
and the corresponding proliferation 
of social media networking have 
contributed to the evolving landscape of 
higher education. Institutions of higher 
education have turned to social media 
platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram, and LinkedIn to engage 
prospective college students as part of 
a broader institutional strategy designed 
to achieve student enrollment headcount 
and tuition revenue. While the social 
media and digital communication 
preferences of undergraduate students 
have been well-documented, less is 
known about the preferences and 
expectations of prospective and current 
graduate and professional students.

The Current and Future  
State of Graduate      
Student Enrollment

Over the past decade, American 
institutions of higher education 
have reaped the benefits of robust 
undergraduate enrollment due to an 
abundant pipeline of college-bound 
students. However, in recent years, 
the number of undergraduate students 
enrolled is steadily in decline. This 
decline is seemingly a product of many 
of the challenges that characterize the 
current landscape of higher education; 
rising tuition costs, student loan debt, 
and an uncertain employment market, 
to name a few. Conversely, graduate 
student enrollment has been “quietly 
on the upswing, being driven by the 
better job prospects and higher salaries 
people think it will bring them — and by 

a conscious strategy among universities 
...to add graduate programs that 
produce much-needed revenue” (Marcus, 
2019, para. 8).

More than 1.8 million students were 
enrolled in graduate certificate, master’s, 
or doctoral programs at U.S. graduate 
schools in fall 2018, according to 
the institutions that responded to the 
2018 Council of Graduate Schools/
Educational Testing Service Survey of 
Graduate Enrollment and Degrees. 
Total graduate student enrollment has 
been anchored by a 3.9% average 
annual increase in graduate admissions 
applications between 2008 and 2018 
(Okahana & Zhou, 2019). According 
to the National Center for Education 
Statistics (NCES), between 2000 
and 2017, total postbaccalaureate  
enrollment increased by 36% between 
2000 and 2010 (from 2.2 million to 2.9 
million students) and was 2% percent 
higher in 2017 than in 2010, 3.0 million 
vs. 2.9 million students (McFarland et 
al., 2019). By 2028, postbaccalaureate 
enrollment is projected to increase to 3.1 
million students (McFarland et al., 2019). 
These data demonstrate a declining rate 
of graduate student enrollment growth; a 
trend Graduate Enrollment Management 
(GEM) professionals must watch closely 
and cautiously.

The steady decline in undergraduate 
student enrollment, which many 
anticipate will accelerate given the 
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Hartocollis & Levin, 2020), and 
the slowing rate of graduate student 
enrollment gains, require GEM 
professionals to develop strategies 
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1According to NCES, postbaccalaureate degree programs include master’s and doctoral 
programs, as well as professional doctoral programs such as law, medicine, and dentistry.
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designed to achieve student enrollment 
and net tuition revenue goals. Many 
have turned to digital marketing 
strategies, including an extensive use 
of social media content marketing 
and advertising, to attract prospective 
graduate students. The proposed study is 
responsive to these trends and the need 
for institutions and GEM professionals to 
better understand the efficacy of social 
media marketing efforts as part of a 
broader strategy designed to support 
the attainment of graduate enrollment 
headcount and tuition revenue goals.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to examine 
current graduate and professional 
students’ preferences and expectations 
of how colleges and universities use 
social media networks and content to 
engage and influence the behaviors of 
prospective students during the stages 
of the graduate admissions process. This 
study will also involve the investigation 
of how the preferences and expectations 
of graduate students compare and 
contrast with the current social media 
marketing practices of GEM practitioners 
in the field.

The current study will respond to the 
following research questions:

 1. What types of social media content  
 do current graduate students expect  
 and prefer at each stage of the   
 graduate admissions process (inquiry/ 
 prospect, applicant, admitted,   
 enrolled)?

  a. How do these expectations   
  and preferences differ among   
  current graduate students (race/ 
  ethnicity, gender identity, age,  
  academic discipline, academic  

  program level, institution type,   
  instructional modality of academic  
  program [e.g., online versus   
  on-campus])?

2. What types of social media sites  
 do current graduate students utilize  
 at each stage of the graduate   
 admissions process (inquiry/prospect,  
 applicant, admitted, enrolled)?

  a. How does the utilization of   
  social media sites differ   
  among current graduate students  
  (race/ethnicity, gender identity,  
  age, academic discipline,   
  academic program level,   
  institution type, instructional   
  modality of academic program  
  [e.g., online versus on-campus])?

Rationale/Significance        
of the Study

The proliferation of social media 
networking has expanded the methods 
by which prospective students identify 
and select an institution at which 
they will pursue graduate studies. In 
response, institutions of higher education 
must effectively utilize social media 
networks to engage prospective 
graduate students throughout the 
admissions process. Additionally, the 
dynamics of the millennial generation 
and their high rate of technological 
adoption will continue to influence the 
techniques institutions must employ to 
achieve graduate student enrollment 
goals. The rapid advancement of 
technological systems has provided 
institutions of higher education with 
increasingly sophisticated tools and 
platforms to influence and measure the 
engagement of prospective graduate 
students throughout the admission 
process.

According to Wecker (2012), the recent 
proliferation of social media channels, 
such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 
and LinkedIn, provides graduate 
school applicants with an authentic 
and unfiltered view of the culture and 
academic merits of the institutions 
in which they are interested. While 
these popular social media platforms 
are being used within the context of 
the strategic enrollment management 
marketing plan, graduate enrollment 
management professionals still struggle 
to identify what types of social media 
content have the greatest impact on 
recruiting graduate students (Kania, 
2019). Despite the current knowledge 
base, 41% of respondents to a survey 
by the American Association of 
Collegiate Registrars and Admissions 
Officers (AACRAO) indicated a need 
for adequate research to inform use of 
social media in admissions (American 
Association of Collegiate Registrars and 
Admissions Officers [AACRAO], 2020).

Study Design/Methodology

In order to answer the research 
questions above, the proposed study 
will employ a quantitative approach 
to data collection and analysis. The 
instrument used in this study is a 
modified version of the Ruffalo Noel 
Levitz 2019 E-Expectations Survey. 
Because this instrument will be 
modified, the researchers will obtain 
new statistical figures on validity and 
reliability for the instrument deployed 
in this study. NAGAP has agreed to 
assist the researchers with disseminating 
information regarding the study to 
NAGAP members to recruit participants 
for this study.

WHAT DO PROSPECTIVE GRADUATE STUDENTS REALLY THINK 
ABOUT SOCIAL MEDIA? A PROPOSED RESEARCH STUDY CONTINUED

2Ruffalo Noel Levitz is an organization recognized as a leading provider of 
 higher education enrollment, student success, and fundraising solutions.
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The study uses the conceptual model 
depicted in Figure 1, as modified 
from Kania (2019), to examine the 
relationship between the independent 
(social media content, prospective 
student engagement) and dependent 
variables (stages of the graduate 
admissions process [inquiry/prospect, 
applicant, admitted, enrolled]). The 
conceptual model depicts how social 
media content and the utilization of 
social media sites influence prospective 
graduate students’ behaviors at each 
stage of the graduate admissions 

process as moderated by institutional 
and individual characteristics.

Discussion

This study responds to the need for 
more information to support GEM and 
related professionals in developing 
social media marketing strategies that 
are congruent with the expectations 
and preferences of the desired student 
populations they intend to attract. 
As discussed, this proposed study 
fills a gap in scholarly literature and 

will bring light to best practices for 
use of digital marketing strategies in 
graduate student recruitment. The results 
of this study could then be examined 
in conjunction with the results from 
Kania (2019) to explore correlations 
between digital marketing budgets 
and graduate student yield throughout 
the admissions funnel. If any member 
of NAGAP believes their institution 
would like to participate in this study, 
please contact one of the researchers 
at stankania@maryu.marywood.edu or                    
joseph.paris@temple.edu. 

Inquiry/
Prospect

Social Media
Content

Moderator Variables
(Between Subjects Factors):

Institutional Control
Instructional Modality
Academic Discipline

Degree Type
Gender Identity
Race/Ethnicity

Age
Institutional Geography Prospective

Student
Influence

Applicant

Admitted

Enrolled

Figure 1: Conceptual Model, modified from Kania (2019)
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Through customized marketing and collaboration platforms we offer bundled packages and 
unique opportunities for organizations to help build and maintain year round relationships 
with our members and GEM professionals across the nation and around the world.

NAGAP welcomed the following inaugural members in April of this year. Many thanks and 
appreciation for their committed support.

To learn more about the SPC, visit our website: https://nagap.org/strategic-alliance-circle

Strategic Partnership Council
The Strategic Partnership Council (SPC) is designed for 
organizations whose missions are aligned with NAGAP’s and who 
wish to become more strategically engaged with our association.
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