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Executive Summary

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Private higher education is not struggling to prove its quality. The real challenge is addressing
students’ concerns about value.

Students still want what a private university offers. However, they no longer give it the benefit of
the doubt. Students want external validation, and the higher cost of private education raises the
stakes of every unanswered question.

We used Market Mirror, Red Door Interactive’s predictive audience research methodology, to
present the enrollment marketing playbook to 20 modeled prospective students, each
representing one of four different mindsets.

Our goal was to pressure-test seven long-held assumptions in private university marketing,
including the importance of prestige, campus experience, and aspiration. These assumptions have
traditionally served as the main levers private institutions use to set themselves apart from public
universities. Yet across all four student mindsets, they consistently fell short in the same four ways.

01 Doubt is the main barrier, and it is usually specific. 85% of students who walked away
from a school they liked cited a single unanswered question, rather than a lack of interest.

02 You are not the proof. All 20 students selected an outside source as their most trusted
voice on whether the university was worth the cost.

03 Most of the damage is self-inflicted. In 15 out of 20 broken-trust moments, the school
had left out, buried, or mishandled information.

04 Timing is what determines whether any message is effective. 70% of students said the
real problem with school outreach was poor timing.

The underlying themes of doubt, proof, trust, cost clarity, and timing apply across the entire higher education landscape,
including undergraduate, graduate, adult learner, professional, and online audiences.
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Part |- The Setup Why this study

INTRODUCTION

Each planning cycle, private university leaders set the positioning, media strategy, and
recruitment budget that determine who enrolls next. Increasingly, these decisions play outin a
shrinking market. Some institutions have already been forced to close as a result.

According to Huron Consulting Group, 442 of roughly 1,700 private nonprofit four-year
institutions are at risk of closing or merging within a decade, and together, they enroll about

670,000 students.' Since 2020, more than 130 have already announced or completed closures

or mergers.? These numbers underscore the scale of the challenge that private institutions
face. Nearly every case shares a common challenge: enrollment shortfalls. Private institutions
have no state appropriation to cushion the miss, so every empty seat directly impacts

their finances.

The usual explanation is demographic. The pool of prospective students is shrinking, so every
institution’s share shrinks with it. Over the past decade, the sector has responded with online
programs, outreach to adult learners, transfer pipelines, and international recruitment.
However, the fall numbers suggest that other factors may be at play.
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Part |- The Setup Figure O1

PRIVATE NONPROFIT FOUR-YEAR INSTITUTIONS WERE THE ONLY
NONPROFIT SECTOR TO SHRINK.

Fall 2025 undergraduate enrollment, percent change from fall 2024

Community college +3.0%
Public four-year +1.4%
Allundergraduate +1.2%
Private nonprofit four-year I -1.6%

Bars run from a zero line; the private nonprofit bar extends left of zero because that sector declined. n = all US undergraduate institutions. Source:
National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, Clearinghouse Enrollment Insights, January 2026.

These are undergraduate numbers, but their impact extends across institutions, putting more
pressure on graduate, professional, and online programs. The strain is not confined to students
coming straight out of high school, either. New undergraduate enroliment among students over
25 fell sharply this fall at private four-year institutions, reversing several years of growth in a

population expected to help offset the demographic decline.®

These declines do not share a single cause, and we did not ask students to explain them. We
focused instead on what they were weighing, starting from a premise that the private university
sector has been slow to accept. This audience no longer grants a degree inherent value.

In a tight job market, a degree is not seen as a guaranteed path to a job, which puts more pressure
on students to justify the cost.

This is now the reality for every institution, public and private. But if everyone faces the same
pressure, why does it hit private colleges harder?

To find out, we pressure-tested the category’s long-held marketing assumptions against the
students doing this math today. For each, we outlined what we asked, what we uncovered, and
what could be done instead.
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Part|-How We Listened The methodology

HOW WE LISTENED

Students stopped telling schools the truth through official channels.

The honest version of what a student thinks now shows up on Reddit, in group chats, and in
questions typed to an Al chatbot at midnight. Everywhere, that is, except a survey sent from
the admissions office, which returns a polite answer. That “polite” answer isn’t useful, so we
built a room where nobody has to be polite.

THE METHODOLOGY

Market Mirror is Red Door’s predictive audience research. We build Al-modeled focus groups

grounded in subscription-grade consumer intelligence, including behavioral, demographic,
and psychographic data, then put our own assumptions in front of them. It does not replace

human research. It gives us a credible first read early enough to change what we do next.

S 8

ADULT LEARNER ALTERNATIVE SEEKER FIRST-GENERATION STRIVER VALUE-CONSCIOUS SENIOR

Five modeled students in each of four mindsets. Portraits are modeled composites.

We modeled 20 prospective students and ran them through a 15-question focus group: what
feels risky, whose advice they trust, how they actually search, what makes an outcome claim
believable, and what they wish a university would admit before they applied.

A second fixed-format simulation forced head-to-head trade-offs, like prestige against proof

and inspiration against specifics. The focus group tells us how students think. The simulation
shows us which way they lean when they have to choose.
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Part |- The Mindsets Mindset O10of 04

01

THE ADULT LEARNER
AND CAREER SWITCHER

Who they are: A working professional who needs a credential
to fit a life already in motion, not a college experience.

The cheaper options they weigh are staying put or pursuing a

credential that an employer pays for.
Melissa O.

Their doubt, in one line: Prove that someone with my
schedule can actually finish, and tell me the real weekly hours. ALSO IN THE GROUP
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Part |- The Mindsets Mindset 02 of 04

02

THE CAREER-FOCUSED
ALTERNATIVE SEEKER

Who they are: Questioning the four-year path itself and
comparing it to a credential or a job. This is the most
structurally challenging mindset, since the alternative is
quicker and more affordable.

The cheaper option they weigh is a credential that could get Sophie C.

them hired in months rather than years.
ALSO IN THE GROUP

Their doubt, in one line: Show me the work, the employer,
and the timeline, or the faster route wins.
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Part |- The Mindsets Mindset 03 of 04

03
THE FIRST-GENERATION STRIVER

Who they are: Managing the process with little guidance,
and the most motivated group in the study. Motivation is not
the problem.

The cheaper option they weigh is the community college,

which offers lower risk and is closer to home.
Anika S.

Their doubt, in one line: Prove that people who started where

| started came out fine. ALSO IN THE GROUP
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Part |- The Mindsets Mindset 04 of 04

04

THE VALUE-CONSCIOUS
TRADITIONAL SENIOR

Who they are: A high school senior weighing private against
public, usually with a parent in the room, and starting from
skepticism, where earlier cohorts gave prestige the benefit of
the doubt.

The cheaper option they weigh is the public university, Tyler W.

offering the same credentials at half the tuition.
ALSO IN THE GROUP

Their doubt can be summed up in one line: Show me the
math by major, or | take the public offer.
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Part |- Category Assumptions

CATEGORY ASSUMPTIONS

The introduction left a question standing: if the same pressure now sits on every institution,

why does it hit private colleges harder? We looked at where marketing can have an impact. A

landscape review of the category surfaced seven assumptions that private institutions

typically use in their marketing.

# THE ASSUMPTION THE CATEGORY HOLDS WHY THE CATEGORY HOLDS IT

1 Reputation / prestige sets us apart Rankings, heritage, and selectivity are assets that
two-year programs cannot replicate. When a school’s
name carries weight, the price tends to follow. That’s
why the category invests in defending its reputation.

2 The campus experience is what the Dorms, athletics, spirit, and study abroad are the

tuition buys

walkable, photographable differences that set a
private campus apart from cheaper options. That’'s
why they anchor the tour, the viewbook, and most of
the marketing spend.

3 Aspiration motivates

Transform your future. Find your passion. Thisis the
category’s default register and the hardest line to
challenge in a budget review, since no one in the
room can disprove it.

Mind the Enrollment Gap

12



Part |- Category Assumptions Continued

# THE ASSUMPTION THE CATEGORY HOLDS WHY THE CATEGORY HOLDS IT
4 Financial aid is enough Aid is the category’s affordability message. Lead
with the scholarship, and the price objection
looks answered.
5 Our own word is proof: if we claimiit, Every campaign rests on the belief that the institution

they believe it

is a credible narrator of its value proposition. Say it,
and people will believe it.

6 We lose students to a better offer When a student goes quiet, the reflex is to ask what
the other school offered. Assuming it’s a competitive
threat prompts a competitive response, which often
means deeper discounting.

7 More outreach moves the decision If a student stalls, the instinct is to send more. Volume

is the easiest thing to increase and measure, and
more effort feels like greater influence.

These assumptions are supported by reasons for wanting a private education, ranging from

prestige and experience to aspiration, generosity, and effort. But none address the doubt

students increasingly bring to that choice. That is the gap this study measures.

To see where each assumption holds up and where it falls short, we put all seven directly in

front of the panel. The sections that follow use the same structure. Each section covers the

assumption, what we asked, what we uncovered, and what to do instead.

Mind the Enrollment Gap
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Part Il- Assumption O1 Reputation and prestige - Figure 02

01. REPUTATION AND PRESTIGE SET US APART

Reputation is the one asset a private institution has that a two-year program does not.
Rankings, heritage, and selectivity all contribute to the idea that if the name carries
weight, the price should follow. It is a reasonable belief, and the category spends real
money defending it.

What we asked: \What makes an outcome claim believable to you? Where does reputation sit
in that judgment? We then put prestige and proof in direct competition. One school published
employer names and salary ranges, while a higher-ranked school published no outcome data.

What we uncovered: Prestige was not rejected; it lost a head-to-head against specificity.

PRESTIGE AGAINST PROOF, HEAD TO HEAD

Named employers and salary ranges | 85%

Higher ranked, no outcome data. 15%

Tracks are scaled to represent all members of the panel. Source: Market Mirror simulation, modeled results.

“l trust outcomes when employers are involved directly. Like apprenticeships, hiring

9

pipelines, and certifications. Not just schools saying ‘you’ll be career ready.

g Jalen B.- Alternative Seeker

“Universities act like rankings automatically mean students are happy or supported,
and | really don’t think that’s true.”

9 Aaliyah B. - Value-Conscious Senior
T o

Institutions pay real money to move up in rankings, but rankings do not answer the questions
students arrive with. Prestige now behaves like a baseline expectation rather than a reason to
enroll. It’s still worth having, but no longer sufficient to close.
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Part II- Assumption O1 What to do instead

What to do instead: Lead with proof. The panel’s criteria were consistent across all four

mindsets. Five practical changes address them without requiring a new campaign.

01

02

03

04

05

Share data at the program level, not just the institution level. A university-wide employment
figure reads as an average built to hide a distribution. A 95% success rate that counts any job
atall reads as an evasion.

Share the names of employers and explain actual hiring processes. For example, one student
checked whether the credential appeared in real job postings before believing anything the
program said about it.

Show cost and outcome information together. Either number alone reduces trust, because a
single figure looks selected.

Demonstrate student work with portfolios, capstones, labs, licensure pass rates, and clinical
placements, including the hospital name. While career-ready is a claim, a portfolio provides
proof. Stock photography of students on laptops can make a program appear to have
nothing real to show.

Acknowledge the challenges, even if it feels counterintuitive. This point came up in
responses to six different questions. Claims that appear flawless tend to lower trust, rather
than increase it.
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Part Il- Assumption 02 The campus experience

02. THE CAMPUS EXPERIENCE
IS WHAT THE TUITION BUYS

The physical and social experience is what the tuition visibly buys: the dorms, the
athletics, the spirit, the study abroad. It is the walkable, photographable difference
between a private campus and every cheaper alternative, so it anchors the tour, the
viewbook, and most of the ad spend.

What we asked: \Which campus, athletic, social, and prestige features actually factor into your

decision? Which ones do universities seem to care about more than you do?

What we uncovered: 13 of 20 said at least one of these features was irrelevant to their
decision. That included dorms and amenities, athletics and school spirit, Greek life, study
abroad, rankings, prestige, and networking events. All five value-conscious seniors considered
at least oneirrelevant.

‘I honestly don’t care that much about fancy dorms. Like they’ll show these
luxury apartments and pools, and I'm over here trying to figure out if | can
afford textbooks.”

g Marisol V.- Value-Conscious Senior

The bluntest version came from adult learners, who described weighing dining halls

and recreation centers against surviving coursework after a 12-hour shift. They are the
audience most expansion plans count on, and the one for whom the experience pitch lands
furthest from.

“I'm not trying to join clubs or have a student-life experience. I’'m trying to finish
efficiently without burning out.”

2 Melissa O. - Adult Learner
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Part Il- Assumption 02 The campus experience - Figure 03

NO STUDENT NAMED THE CAMPUS EXPERIENCE

If the experience isn’t holding this audience back, what is?

We asked each student to name the single biggest thing blocking commitment.

Cost Payoff Belonging Faster Path Life Fit
- - - 80%
Adult learners I
- - 100% -
Alternative seekers I
60% 40% - -
First—generation strivers [
60% 40% - -
Value-conscious seniors e

A dash marks an unnamed stall. Source: Market Mirror simulation, modeled results.

Each mindset had a different barrier, from cost and belonging to a faster path and life fit. That
lack of overlap makes a clear case for segmentation and tailored messaging.
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Part Il- Assumption 02 What to do instead

What to do instead: Stop asking the experience to justify the price. At most, the experience
breaks a tie. The impact is real, but it comes after the outcome-and-cost math that students
do first. Redirect that spending toward practical value, such as outcomes by program, costs
students can understand, and support they can actually reach. Where the experience matters,

show it in action—for example, highlight a lab, a clinical placement, or student work on display
rather than simply showing a pool.
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Part Il- Assumption 03 Aspiration - Figure 04

03. ASPIRATION MOTIVATES

Transform your future. Find your passion. Become a leader. Thisis the category’s
default register, and the assumption most likely to survive a budget review, because itis
difficult to argue against and impossible to disprove.

What we asked: \What runs through your mind when you see that language?
Then, we put inspiration against the exact cost of year one and what it would look like.

What we uncovered: None of the 20 described inspiration as a reason to move forward. Five
said the language itself signals the school lacks proof, and one said it can read as guilt when a
student is already struggling.

“Honestly? My brain translates it into: ‘we don’t have specific outcome proof on this
page. It feels like compensation language when hard data is missing.”

‘I Sophie C. - Alternative Seeker

INSPIRATION AGAINST SPECIFICS, HEAD TO HEAD

We tested an inspirational message against one that addressed real first-year expectations.

, .
e e theistyearcoste2nd. 95%
looks like

The inspirational message 5%

First-generation strivers were the only mindset where anyone chose inspiration, at 20% of that group. Source: Market Mirror simulation,
modeled results.

All 20 described a conflict between the college they wanted and the one they thought they could
afford. Several described that conflict as loss, with one calling it “grieving a version of your future.”
Aspirational marketing intensifies the wanting without resolving the doubt, making the decision harder.
First-generation strivers were the only group with any appetite for inspiration. They want the
transformation to be real, but they also watch hardest for a sell.
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Part Il- Assumption 03 Aspiration, continued- Figure 05

Casting can create the same distance. We asked whether students felt represented in

university advertising.

All 20 felt disconnected from the students they saw and questioned whether the school
was built for them. That disconnect showed up in three ways:

B Too much polish and confidence Their own circumstances missing Representation that felt hollow

Source: Market Mirror focus group, 20 modeled prospective students

“‘Almost every undergraduate-focused university website makes me feel that way
honestly. Everything is built around 18-year-olds with time for clubs and campus
events, not exhausted working parents.”

B Melissa O.- Adult Learner

Adult prospective students are the growth segment many institutions say they want, yet they were the
group most likely to say the category does not acknowledge them.

What to do instead: Lead with reassurance and focus on recognizability. Let students hold the
dream on their own terms by showing people and situations they can relate to, including
commuters, working students, caregivers, adult prospective students, and those still deciding.
Encourage students to speak openly about real tradeoffs on camera, and review your materials
to see who is missing.
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Part Il- Assumption 04 Financial aid - Figure 06

04. FINANCIAL AID IS ENOUGH

Aid is the most concrete thing a campaign can say about cost. Lead with the
scholarship, name the share of students who receive it, and the price objection
looks answered.

What we asked: Has unclear cost ever removed a school from your list entirely? What would
you have needed to see instead?

What we uncovered: Aid is only enough when the costis clear. The failure was aid framed as a
headline rather than an explanation: one student was told most students receive financial aid
without ever seeing what people actually pay; another had loans explained on a call as though
they were scholarships.

ILLEGIBLE COST REMOVES A SCHOOL BEFORE ANYONE CALLS

We asked whether unclear cost had ever removed a school from the list entirely.

All prospective students ] 80%
Alternative seekers 100%

Tracks are scaled to the stated denominators: 20 prospective students and 5 alternative seekers. Source: Market Mirror simulation,
modeled results.

80% had ruled out at least one school because they could not work out what it would cost, including
every alternative seeker. Cost and aid clarity were also the most common unanswered questions
behind a walk-away.

The simulation calls this an invisible enroliment leak. Prospective students did not reject the school
publicly or call admissions. Instead, they simply moved on.
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Part II- Assumption 04 The invisible leak

The leak shows up early and late. One student toured a campus, pictured herself there,
checked the net price estimate that night, and described her stomach dropping. Everything
the institution spent to create the first feeling was undone by a number on a page thatit
also controls.

And the most instructive moment in the study is also the most ordinary:

“l used the net price calculator, got confused, screenshotted it, and sent it to my
mom like ‘does this mean loans or free money?’”

S; Marisol V.- Value-Conscious Senior

A school built that calculator to remove an objection. It created one, then needed a second
person to interpret it. She wanted one number she could read on her own, and a debt range
alongside a salary range for her major, so she could finish the comparison she was already
making with the public university.

“A private school emailed me saying they were committed to helping first-gen
students succeed. At first, | felt really seen, honestly. But then | got on a financial aid
call, and the person explained loans like they were scholarships. That completely
changed the vibe for me.”

& Elena R.:First-Generation Striver

The targeting worked, and the message landed. Then someone on a phone call described
debt as generosity, and she reconsidered everything else the school had told her.
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Part II- Assumption 04 What to do instead

What to do instead: Prioritize cost clarity rather than leading with aid messaging. lllegible
costs lose students, and they lose them silently, before anyone in admissions knows their
name. Spend the next increment of discount budget on clarity.

01 One number a family can read without a second opinion.

02 A debt range next to a salary range by major.

03 A calculator whose output survives contact with the aid letter.

None of these issues are simply a matter of poor copywriting. Elena did not lose confidence
because the email was badly written. Instead, treat aid clarity as an operational project that
results in a marketing deliverable, not the other way around.

Costis also only one of four stalls, and they barely overlap: see Figure O3.

We did not test discount depth, so this is not a claim that discounts fail.
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Part - The Bridge Looking back at the first four

THE BRIDGE

Stop here and look back at the first four. Prestige, experience, aspiration, and aid all work on
either want or price. None of them resolves the doubt the student is actually weighing, and
doubt, not desire, is the constraint. The last three assumptions are about the other half of the

problem: who students believe and when the message lands.
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Part Il- Assumption 05 Institutional voice

05. OUR OWN WORD IS PROOF:
IF WE CLAIM IT, THEY BELIEVE IT

Underneath every campaign sits a quieter belief: that the institution is a credible
narrator of its own value.

What we asked: \What is your most-trusted source on whether a school is worth the cost?
When you search for schools, where does your first real impression tend to form?

What we uncovered: Not one of the 20 students selected the institution as a most-trusted
source. Instead, they looked to current students, alumni, practitioners, or family for advice.
During their search, only 2 of 20 formed their first real impression on a .edu site, while 17 of 20
formed it on peer, social, Al, or search channels.

“A school can tell me the program is flexible, but | want somebody like me
to tell me what ‘flexible’ actually meant when their kid was sick or their work
schedule changed.”

3 Melissa O.- Adult Learner

Credibility is only part of the decision. The voices that shape how a student feels about college

are not always the same ones they turn to when weighing the investment.

“My mom’s opinion stays in my head emotionally because she wants more
opportunities for me than she had. But financially, | think a lot about advice from
people who have already dealt with student loans.”

& ElenaR.- First-Generation Striver

Firsthand experience makes institutional claims more credible. Most institutions focus on
what they can promise and overlook the influence of people who have lived the experience.
Students need proof in the channels they trust, from people who have already navigated

the degree.
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Part Il- Assumption 05 Institutional voice - Figure 07

THE JUDGMENT FORMS BEFORE THE .EDU VISIT

We asked prospective students where their first real impression of a school formed.

Peer or social ecosystems I 10 of 20
Al or search tools 70f20
School’s own .edu site 20f20
Someone | know personally 10f 20

Tracks are scaled to reflect the stated denominator of 20. Source: Market Mirror focus group, 20 modeled prospective students.

What to do instead: Focus on being checkable, not just believed. Give alumni and
practitioners the tools to share real numbers. Organize your outcome and cost data so that Al
and peer channels can easily reference it. Divide your media strategy based on whether you
have earned permission or are still building belief.

Most importantly, treat this as a governance issue before a content issue. Someone needs to
decide which numbers alumni are allowed to share, keep those numbers up to date, and accept
that honest graduates may sometimes mention tradeoffs. If a school is unwilling to do this, it
will continue making claims that prospective students are likely to discount.
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Part Il- Assumption 06 The competitive reflex - Figure 08

06. WE LOSE STUDENTS TO A BETTER OFFER

When a school falls out of the running, the reflex is to ask what the other one offered: a
deeper aid package, a higher ranking, better facilities. Cost usually takes the blame.
Because the threat is framed as competitive, the response is framed as competitive too,
and the fix becomes matching a discount.

What we asked: \What made a university stop being believable to you? Describe the moment a
school lost your trust, and what caused it. We then tallied all 20 answers by what had actually
gone wrong and by who had done the damage.

What we uncovered: The trust breaks were overwhelmingly self-inflicted, and they were
specific rather than atmospheric: a net price estimate that could not be reconciled with the
real bill, loans explained as scholarships, advisors who took a long time to answer, transfer
credits that could not be confirmed before applying, deadlines that stayed rigid in a program
marketed as flexible. One program built for busy adults ended up requiring multiple live
evening sessions per week; one student abandoned an application because the form required
a phone number.

WHERE LOST TRUST ACTUALLY CAME FROM

Information that the institution left out or
. | 10
buried

An outside voice contradicting the school 5
A claim that the price contradicts 2
A bad interaction with the staff 2
Weak evidence it chose to show 1

Tracks are scaled to the largest category. n = 20 trust breaks. Source: Market Mirror focus group, 20 modeled prospective students.

15 of the 20 trust breaks were self-inflicted. Only 5 came from an outside voice that contradicted the
school. The competitive threat is smaller than the self-inflicted one, and most of the lost trustis an
editing and operations problem within the institution.
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Part Il- Assumption 06 The competitive reflex, continued

Students treat admissions, aid, advising, and registration as a preview of what support will feel
like later. The recruitment process is a sample of the product, not its front door.

“If communication and advising already felt disorganized during recruitment. That
usually tells me student support will be worse later.”

ﬂ Sarah W.-Adult Learner

Those are also, precisely, the subjects prospective students go to Reddit and Facebook groups
to find discussed honestly, which is how a school’s operational gaps become its word of mouth.

What to do instead: Build clarity operationally, not just through copywriting. That means
ensuring the following:

Calculators whose output matches the aid letter.

Plain-language aid letters written as explanations.

Transfer-credit answers published before the application.

One named point of accountability across aid, advising, and registrar.

Real data about employer-destination by program.

Consistent communication throughout the summer melt.

Almost everything on that list needs another department to move. Marketing can surface
operational competence; it cannot manufacture it, and it should not promise what the
institution has not built.
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Part Il- Assumption 07 Outreach volume - Figure 09

07. MORE OUTREACH MOVES THE DECISION

If a student stalls, send more: more email, more retargeting, more urgency. Volume
feels like effort, and effort feels like influence.

What we asked: \What do you remember from university outreach, and what did you ignore?
Did anything arrive at a point where it was no longer useful? Did what you needed change
between your first search and your final decision”? We then tested volume against timing.

What we uncovered: It wasn't the number of messages that mattered, but whether they
arrived at the right time. Because students’ needs shift throughout their search, timingis a
structural issue.

MESSAGING MEANS NOTHING AT THE WRONG MOMENT

7 o O/ said the problem was the wrong moment, not too many messages.

Rising to 80% among first-generation strivers and alternative seekers.

final decision.

9 5 O/ said what they needed changed between their first search and their

85% could name a message that would have been useful earlier or later.

Source: Market Mirror simulation, modeled results. n = 20; each figure is a separate agreement measure.

What to do instead: Match the message to the moment, and know when to stop. That starts
with knowing which moment a student is in, which the next section sets out.
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Part Il The Enrollment Influence Framework Five stages

THE ENROLLMENT INFLUENCE
FRAMEWORK

The framework breaks the student journey into five stages, based on the questions students
ask and the role marketing can realistically play in answering them. To validate it, we tested two
key assumptions: first, that students’ needs change as they progress through the process; and
second, that trying to persuade them after they have made a decision is less effective and
often counterproductive. Both assumptions proved to be true.

THE FIVE STAGES

04
SUPPORT
— Deliver what you
I—II =V promised -

01 02 03
SPARK STEADY SIMPLIFY

05
Give permission Prove the outcome Clear the path I} STEP BACK

Stay available

FIRST THOUGHT AFTER THE DECISION

Each of the following pages highlights five key elements: how to recognize when a studentisin
that stage, where the student looks during that stage, what each mindset requires, which
strategies are effective, and what tends to backfire. The signals we describe are intentionally
based on information that enrollment teams can actually observe. After all, a timing framework
is only useful if it can be put into practice. Otherwise, it’s just a diagram, not a real plan.

Mind the Enrollment Gap 31



Part II- The Enroliment Influence Framework Stage O1of 05

01 SPARK: BUILD PERMISSION

The question in the student’s head: Is it even reasonable to consider this path right now?

How you know a student is here: Career-first queries with no school name attached, arrivals
from YouTube, TikTok, Reddit, or an Al answer, and no record of them anywhere in your CRM. If
you can identify the student, they have already left this stage.

Where they are looking: Other people’s channels. Almost none of this happens on a.edu
domain, and the search-behavior evidence sits in Assumption 05.

Each mindset needs the following in this stage:

o Adultlearner: someone their age visible in the frame.

o Alternative seeker: the comparison made honestly, including where the faster route
genuinely wins.

o First-generation striver: the vocabulary, not the pitch. Explain the process before selling
the place.

» Value-conscious senior: permission to consider private at all, given how strong the public
university defaultis.

What works: Category education, honest pathway framing, realistic outcome data, presence
on YouTube, TikTok, and Reddit.

What backfires: Prestige-first positioning, aspirational lifestyle content, and pricing that

cannot be found.

This is the “should | go?” question, which comes well before “which school?” The goal at this

stage is to normalize the idea of exploring options, not to make a sales pitch.
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Part II- The Enroliment Influence Framework Stage 02 of 05

02 STEADY: RESOLVE DOUBT

The question in the student’s head: \Which choice fits my reality and won’t create
downstream chaos?

How you know a student is here: If they are making repeat visits to program, outcome, and net
price pages, and your school’s name is now included in their search. On average, they still have
about 4.6 schools under consideration at this point. The questions you receive are now
comparative, rather than simply exploratory.

Where they are looking: Your program and outcome pages, checked against Reddit, LinkedIn,
and current students before anything is believed.

Each mindset needs the following in this stage:

o Adultlearner: completion rates for people who work, and the real weekly hours.
» Alternative seeker: the artifact. Labs, portfolios, licensure rates, and employer pipelines.
» First-generation striver: a net price they can trust, and the name of a person to call.

» Value-conscious senior: debt range next to salary range, by major.

What works: Named employer partnerships, program-level outcome data, visible student
work, and clear transfer policies.

What backfires: Rankings-heavy storytelling, broad employment claims, and a curriculum
that reads as dated.

The student is comparing you against a specific default: a public university, a community
college, a credential, or staying in work. The task is to resolve doubt better than the default
does. This is where marketing has the most leverage in the whole journey.
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Part II- The Enroliment Influence Framework Stage 03 of 05

03 SIMPLIFY: REMOVE FRICTION

The question in the student’s head: I've settled on this school. How do | close the last 20%
without a surprise?

How you know a student is here: \When they have submitted an application or deposit, and
their questions have turned logistical, whether about aid letters, transfer credit, deadlines,
housing, or who to call.

Where they are looking: Your aid letter, your calculator, and any email or call from a named
advisor, with a parent usually reading over their shoulder.

Each mindset needs the following at this stage:

e Adult learner: transfer credit answered before applying, and no form that demands a
phone number.

o Alternative seeker: the shortest honest route to starting, and what it costs.
 First-generation striver: plain language on what is a loan and what is not.

o Value-conscious senior: an aid letter that matches the calculator.

What works: Calculators that match the aid letter, step-by-step enroliment guidance, and

named and reachable advising.

What backfires: Confusing aid explanations, rigid systems described as flexible, and deadline

pressure with no information attached.

The remaining work is logistical rather than motivational. Resolve the unknowns before they

become reasons to wait.
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Part II- The Enroliment Influence Framework Stage 04 of 05

04 SUPPORT: REASSURE AND DELIVER

The question in the student’s head: | already chose. Now | need this to start well,
without regret.

How you know a student is here: Deposit paid, orientation not yet started. The tell is silence:
engagement falls because the decision is made, not because interest died, and reading that
drop as disinterest is what triggers the retargeting that costs you yield.

Where they are looking: Your email cadence and the group chat with other admits, which is
where summer melt starts.

Each mindset needs the following in this stage:

Adult learner: schedule certainty far enough ahead to arrange work and care.

Alternative seeker: proof the hands-on part starts early.

First-generation striver: a named human before day one.

Value-conscious senior: confirmation of what happens and when.

What works: Consistent cadence, a named human contact, and honest expectation-setting
about week one.

What backfires: Late persuasion retargeting, sales messages rather than practical updates,
and silence throughout the summer stretch.

The doubt has not disappeared; it has simply shifted from the choosing phase to the starting
phase. This is the deposit-to-orientation window and the summer melt: an operational
moment more than a marketing one. Confirm the choice without re-selling it.
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Part II- The Enroliment Influence Framework Stage 05 of 05

05 STEP BACK: LEAVE THE DOOR OPEN

The question in the student’s head: Honestly, this path isn't right for me right now.

How you know a student is here: Two or more cycles of no response, an explicit not-this-year,
or a barrier they have already named that no message can move: cost, care responsibilities,
distance, timing.

Where they are looking: Nowhere near you. What happens next is word of mouth rather than
media, which is what makes further pursuit expensive.

What each mindset needs here:

Adult learner: a re-entry point that does not restart the clock.

Alternative seeker: publish the route back in from a credential.

First-generation striver: keep the relationship open rather than closing the file.

Value-conscious senior: acknowledge the public university was the right call this year.

What works: Plain acknowledgment of the gap, honest off-ramps, messages that keep the

door open for later.

What backfires: Persistent retargeting, manufactured scholarship urgency, and commitments

the institution cannot honor.

Sometimes the honest answer is that this is not the year. When the barrier is structural, further
persuasion produces negative word-of-mouth and first-semester withdrawals rather than
enrollments. Knowing when to stop protects the brand.

Mind the Enrollment Gap 36



Part II- The Enroliment Influence Framework The takeaway

THE TAKEAWAY

Marketing has the least leverage at the start and the most in the middie.
Knowing when to stop is part of the job.

Viewed as a whole, this arc reveals a pattern that can feel counterintuitive from within a school.
The same message may be effective one week and off-putting the next. For example, what
resolves doubt in Stage 02 can be read as pressure in Stage 04. The key is to match your effort

to the moment and know when to ease off if the barrier is something marketing cannot move.

WHERE MARKETING CAN ACT

01 02 03 04 05
SPARK STEADY SIMPLIFY SUPPORT STEP BACK

Above the line: effort that returns 7/, Below the line: effort that costs

lllustrative. The five stages are a framework we built, and the arc shows where marketing can act rather than measured effect sizes. We tested
its two main premises: needs change as students move, and persuasion after the decision is made costs more than it returns.
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Partlll

THE CLOSE

The questions students are asking, the guide to answering them, and where to start.

Mind the Enrollment Gap
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Part lll- One Question Figure10-In their words

ONE QUESTION WORTH ANSWERING

We closed the focus group by asking each student what single question they would force every
university to answer honestly before they applied.

WHAT THEY WANT TO KNOW HOW MANY
Who actually succeeds here, and who quietly does not? 10 Of 20
Is the price for the education or the brand? 7 Of 20
What happens when something goes wrong? 3 Of 20

Source: Market Mirror focus group, 20 modeled prospective students.

Answering any of them asks for institutional data rather than new research, such as persistence, aid
outcomes, support utilization, employment by program, and completion rates for working students.

For most of the panel, the questions went unanswered: 60% of modeled prospective students could
not name one school that had openly named a tradeoff, rising to 80% among first-generation strivers.
While the category claims quality, candor sits unclaimed.

“Is this actually worth it for people like me? Not the exceptional students. Not
the perfect ambassadors. The average students. The struggling students. The
working students.”

Panel synthesis-all four mindsets - Market Mirror

THE TAKEAWAY

Answer the first question in public this cycle. You will likely be the only institution in your
comparison set that has.
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Part lll - The Messaging Guide

Ten trades, one to five

THE ENROLLMENT MESSAGING GUIDE

While the Enroliment Influence Framework (page 31) shows when to reach a student and what

question they are trying to answer, this guide shows how to shape the message.

DO THIS

NOT THAT

Show a debt range and a salary range together,
by major.

Publish outcomes at the program level, with the
methodology visible.

Make employer partnerships visible by name,
logo, and story.

Use plain-language pricing and a calculator that
matches the aid letter.

Show real student work, portfolios, labs, and
licensure rates.

Mind the Enrollment Gap

Broad employment percentages or aggregate
outcome claims.

University-wide averages that blend
unrelated majors.

Prestige-only positioning or rankings-
heavy storytelling.

Cost behind a form, or an aid letter written like
a brochure.

Career-ready claims with nothing attached
to them.
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Part lll - The Messaging Guide

DO THIS

Ten trades, six to ten

NOT THAT

Name a tradeoff: what is hard, what it costs, who
tends to struggle.

A highlight reel with no visible limits.

Equip alumni and current students to speak with
real numbers.

Institutional voice as proof of institutional claims.

Structure outcome and aid content so Al tools
can quote it accurately.

Optimization built only for traditional search
and rankings.

Represent commuters, working students,
caregivers, and adult prospective students.

Marketing built around the residential
traditional senior.

Name a real advisor, and hold cadence through
the summer window.

Contact admissions as the default, then silence
until orientation.

These are substitutions, not additions, so we would bring this to a team as a reallocation question rather
than a budget request. None of it asks an institution to become something else. It asks them to publish

what they already know.

Mind the Enrollment Gap
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Part lll- The Mandate Close the gap

CLOSE THE GAP

A louder campaign or deeper discount won'’t close this gap. Closing it starts with proof: show
students numbers they can verify and address their doubts directly. Be candid and timely.
Name challenges before they search for them, and reach out when it matters most, not just
when scheduled.

01 Decisions stall on a clear doubt and move forward only when that doubt is resolved,
not when itis drowned out by more messaging.

02 Proof travels through other people. Prospective students make decisions based on
verifiable specifics provided by people whose outcomes they can see.

03 Clarity is what makes a promise true. Operational practices back up the claim, and the

way an institution presents itself tells a student who the place was built for.

04 Timing determines whether any message makes an impact. If a message is repeated
everywhere, it becomes noise, and after a decision is made, further persuasion can
actually work against you.
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Partlll- The Mandate Where we would start

WHERE WE WOULD START

Cost clarity stands out for three reasons. First, it was the most common reason a school was
removed from consideration in this study. Second, unclear costs cause schools to quietly lose
prospective students, with no warning in the funnel data. Third, addressing this issue relies on
information the institution already owns. The solution is straightforward: provide students with
a single, easy-to-read number, display debt and salary side by side for each major, and ensure
the calculator aligns with the aid letter.

Every school in your comparison set is making the same promise about quality. Yet almost
none are answering the questions students actually ask. That is the opportunity, and it doesn’t
require a bigger budget. It simply requires publishing what you already know, presented in the
order students need it.

The schools that succeed in this period won’t necessarily be the loudest or
the highest-ranked. They will be the ones who make it feel safe to say yes.

While this study examined the entire category, the same approach works for individual schools. Market
Mirror can test your own positioning, aid language, and outreach strategies with a modeled version of
your target students, revealing which doubts you may be leaving unanswered.

Explore Market Mirror —

Mind the Enrollment Gap 43


https://www.reddoor.biz/learn/leveraging-ai-generated-virtual-focus-groups-to-guide-smarter-marketing

Sources Methodology and citations

SOURCES

METHODOLOGY

Market Mirror is Red Door’s predictive audience research. It uses Al-modeled
focus groups that behave like real ones. For this study, we modeled 20
prospective students, five in each of four enroliment mindsets, and conducted a
15-question qualitative focus group and a fixed-format simulation that forced
head-to-head trade-offs.

All percentages are modeled results from that simulation and the 2026 focus group, except the
fall 2025 enrollment figures in the introduction, which are cited below. Persona names are
modeled, not real students.

1 Huron Consulting Group projection, reported by Jon Marcus for The Hechinger
Report, April 2026. 442 of roughly 1,700 private nonprofit four-year institutions at
risk of closing or merging within a decade, enrolling about 670,000 students.

2 Huron Consulting Group, Time to Act: Higher Education M&A. More than 130
private nonprofit institutions have announced or completed a closure or merger
since 2020.

3 Inside Higher Ed, “Fall enroliment increased 1%; international students declined,”

January 2026. Fall 2025 enrollment by sector and by student age.
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