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Recent trends in the higher education 
marketplace, such as the declining rate of 
traditionally aged undergraduate students, 
have underscored the importance of 
graduate education, and by extension, 
the process by which applicants are 
evaluated for graduate admission. 
Holistic review, or the consideration of 
a wide range of applicants’ attributes 
and personal qualities, is not a new 
phenomenon. However, despite its 
prevalence, scholars have called for a 
“clearer understanding of what constitutes 
a truly ‘holistic’ graduate admissions 
process for master’s and doctoral 
programs” (Kent & McCarthy, 2016, p. 
iv). Guided by previous research on the 
practice of holistic review in the context 
of graduate admissions (e.g., Okahana 
et al., 2018), I addressed the following 
research questions:

1. Which personal attributes are
reported to be most important when
evaluating graduate admission
applicants’ potential for master’s and
doctoral degree completion?

2. Which personal attributes of
graduate admission applicants are
reported to be most aligned with
the institutional priorities of mission
attainment, graduate student diversity,
and graduate student quality?

3. Does the reported importance of
evaluating graduate admission
applicants’ personal attributes
differ by institutional characteristics,
Carnegie Classification, and
Graduate Enrollment Management
(GEM) models?1

4. How do GEM professionals describe
their perceptions and understandings
of holistic review?

5. How do institutions collect, review,
and evaluate information about
graduate admission applicants’
personal attributes?

The current study was designed prior to 
the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
However, amid the crisis, the study 
presented a unique opportunity to 
explore how COVID-19 has shaped how 
institutions evaluate graduate admission 
applicants. With this expanded 
focus, a qualitative component of the 
study addressed how the COVID-19 
pandemic has shaped the criteria and 
methodologies institutions use to evaluate 
graduate admissions applicants.

Literature Review
Complementary, yet inconsistent, bodies 
of literature describe efforts to examine 
the predictive validity of the criteria 
traditionally used in graduate admissions, 
principally cumulative undergraduate 
grade point average and standardized 
test scores such as the GRE and GMAT 
(e.g., Kent & McCarthy, 2016; Kyllonen 
et al., 2005; Michel et al., 2019). 
For example, studies have suggested 
that graduate admissions models 
that overemphasize quantitative and 
cognitive measures may not reliably and 
accurately predict students’ success in 
graduate school and may disadvantage 
marginalized student populations 
(Bleske-Rechek & Browne, 2014; Kent, 
& McCarthy, 2016; Miller & Stassun, 
2014). In response to these concerns, 
among other conditions, a growing 
number of institutions have adopted 
holistic approaches to the evaluation of 
graduate admission applicants (Diminnie, 
2012; ETS, 2020; Kyllonen et al., 2005; 
Michel, 2019). Correspondingly, studies 
have considered the potential utility and 

predictive validity of a broad range of 
non-cognitive applicant attributes (e.g., 
Kyllonen et al., 2005; Michel, 2019). 
Despite this emerging literature, few 
studies have attempted to understand 
how GEM professionals practice holistic 
review in graduate admissions across 
different institutional contexts and amid 
the pandemic.

Okahana et al. (2018) examined 
factors that combine to improve master’s 
degree program success: “defining the 
potential for student success, identifying 
the admission attributes considered most 
important for achieving success, and 
systematically identifying the materials 
used to evaluate those attributes” (p. 
3). Okahana and colleagues provided 
the groundwork for future research 
that examines the specific personal 
attributes institutions consider as part of 
holistic graduate admissions practices. 
The current study extends the work of 
Okahana et al., while also addressing 
how holistic review practices may differ 
across institutions of varying types and 
how these practices may align with 
institutional priorities.

Method
This study was sponsored by NAGAP, 
The Association for Graduate Enrollment 
Management, as part of its Graduate 
Education Research Grant program. 
Using an exploratory pragmatic mixed 
method design (Remler & Ryzin, 2015), 
I administered a survey to NAGAP 
members to collect data from GEM 
professionals employed at non-profit 
higher education institutions across the 
United States. I received 44 responses 
from GEM professionals employed at 

continued on page 4

AN EXPLORATION OF INSTITUTIONAL MOTIVATIONS FOR 
HOLISTIC GRADUATE ADMISSIONS
By Dr. Joseph Paris, Temple University

1 For the purposes of the present study, a centralized GEM model is defined as a structure in which an institution-wide office is responsible for both 
the evaluation of graduate admission applicants and admissions decision-making. A decentralized GEM model is defined as a structure in which 
an academic program, department, school, or college is responsible for both the evaluation of graduate admissions applicants and admissions 
decision-making. A collaborative GEM model is defined as a structure in which an academic program, department, school, or college is responsible 
for the evaluation of graduate admissions applicants and an institution-wide office is responsible for admissions decision-making or vice versa.
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41 different institutions. Using a 4-point 
Likert scale, the survey asked participants 
to rate the importance of applicants’ 
personal attributes for master’s and 
doctoral degree completion (4 = very 
important, 1 = not important) and to 
rate the level of alignment between 
applicants’ personal attributes and 
institutional priorities (4 = significantly 
aligned, 1 = not aligned). Respondents 
were asked to consider the following 
personal attributes of applicants: 
concern for others, curiosity, creativity, 
dependability, integrity, knowledge of 
their discipline or profession, leadership, 
multicultural competency, persistence, 
and professionalism. Guided by the 
survey responses, I conducted semi-
structured interviews with 10 of the survey 
respondents. I also collected data from 
the Integrated Postsecondary Education 
Data System (IPEDS) for each of the 
respondents’ respective institutions.

I analyzed the quantitative data using 
descriptive statistics, as the sample size (n 
= 44) prevented the use of more robust 
statistical techniques. I analyzed the 
qualitative data using open-coding by 
identifying content with similar meaning, 
grouping these codes into categories, 
and considering the categories within the 
literature to identify emergent themes that 
answer the research questions.

Findings
Quantitative Findings
Among the personal attributes 
respondents were asked to consider, 
professionalism and integrity had the 
greatest and most consistent reported 
importance. This suggests that participants 
consistently considered these attributes 
to be most important when evaluating 
master’s and doctoral applicants’ 
potential for degree completion. When 
considering how applicants’ personal 
attributes aligned with institutional 
priorities, respondents reported that 
concern for others had the greatest and 
most consistent alignment with institutional 

mission. For the institutional priority of 
increasing graduate student diversity, 
applicants’ multicultural competency had 
the greatest and most consistent reported 
importance. For the institutional priority 
of increasing student quality, knowledge 
of the profession or discipline had the 
greatest reported importance. However, 
inconsistency in the rating of this attribute 
led to inconclusive results for this part of 
the research. Further, these ratings were 
generally consistent despite institutional 
differences in control (public, private), 
Carnegie Classification (bachelor’s, 
master’s, doctoral), and GEM structures 
(centralized, decentralized, collaborative).

Qualitative Findings
One central theme reflected interviewees’ 
perceptions and understandings of 
holistic review: applicants’ capacity to 
benefit and contribute. The overarching 
perception of holistic review, and, 
more specifically, the evaluation of 
applicants’ personal attributes, was that 
it is important for identifying applicants’ 
potential to benefit from their graduate 
education and contribute to their learning 
environment and profession. Interviewees 
noted that holistic review helped the 
institution make more accurate predictions 
about the applicants most likely to 
achieve success in graduate school 
and that the criteria and methodologies 
by which applicants are evaluated 
must reflect the institutional mission. 
Additionally, interviewees emphasized 
that the consideration of applicants’ 
personal attributes is equally important to 
avoid denying admission to applicants 
whose potential is best demonstrated 
through their personal attributes, and to 
avoid admitting applicants whose goals 
are misaligned with that of their intended 
graduate program.

Interviewees also shared details about 
how they collect, review, and evaluate 
applicants’ personal attributes. A 
common sentiment was the importance 
of consistency among those involved in 

the evaluation of graduate admission 
applicants. Several interviewees 
suggested the use of rubrics and other 
common measures to promote agreement 
between evaluators. Others described 
the importance of capturing applicants’ 
stories, their life experiences, and their 
“journey traveled,” a reference to the 
“distance” between where someone 
began their educational journey and 
where they finish. To interviewees, these 
qualities are better predictors of an 
individual’s potential and career and 
lifetime success than their academic 
achievement at a single point in time such 
as during the admissions process.

When asked about the impact of COVID-
19 on the practice of holistic review, 
interviewees described the modifications, 
and in some cases the disruptions, to 
GEM admissions practices that required 
a more comprehensive approach 
to evaluate applicants’ experiences. 
For example, interviewees noted the 
importance of considering the potential 
effects of the pandemic on applicants’ 
academic experiences and professional 
trajectories. Most interviewees expressed 
the need to provide applicants’ with the 
opportunity to articulate these impacts 
such as through a supplemental COVID-
19 impact statement.

Recommendations and 
Implications for GEM Practice
Holistic review is a broad construct and 
its breadth is reflected by the minimal 
differentiation in the reported importance 
of each personal attribute of graduate 
admission applicants. Most notably, 
the reported importance of concern for 
others as an indicator of applicants’ 
potential for degree completion can 
likely be attributed to the homogeneity 
of the sample in which there was an 
overrepresentation of private institutions 
with explicit social justice, religious, or 
service-focused missions.

continued on page 5
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Based on the findings described in 
this article and the concepts presented 
in other works (e.g., Addams, 2013), 
I present several recommendations to 
guide higher education institutions and 
GEM professionals as they consider 
graduate admissions practices in the 
years ahead:

• Carefully select admissions
criteria and develop evaluative
methodologies that align closely
with the institution’s mission. These
criteria and methodologies should
be tested rigorously and regularly
to ensure they do not unintentionally
disadvantage certain groups of
applicants.

• Consider how each applicant is
positioned to uniquely contribute to
the graduate learning environment
and their intended profession.

• Use a balance of criteria, including
applicants’ experiences and
attributes, in conjunction with
academic metrics to evaluate
applicants. This will better position
institutions, and graduate programs
more specifically, to expand the
representativeness of the student
body.

• Apply evaluative criteria and
methodologies consistently and
equitably across the applicant pool
using data and evidence that extend
beyond cognitive measures.

Conclusion
Long before the COVID-19 pandemic, 
institutions have recognized the 
importance of considering a range 
of attributes of admissions applicants. 
However, the research described in 
this article sheds new light on the 
specific attributes considered as part 
of a graduate holistic review process 
and how these attributes align with 
institutional priorities. It is clear that 
GEM professionals value comprehensive 
approaches to admissions decision-
making, particularly given the pandemic’s 
distributional effects. In the coming years, 
holistic review practices will continue to 
evolve as GEM professionals grapple 
with how to acknowledge the differential 
impact COVID-19 may have on different 
groups of applicants. n
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