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State of the Market
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Grad Enrollment Has Declined

1) National Student Clearinghouse..
Source: EAB analysis of enrollment data from IPEDS Fall Enrollment Surveys 2010-2025, National Student 
Clearinghouse, Jan. 15, 2026; ‘Current Term Enrollment Estimates – Fall 2026’; EAB interviews and analysis.

Year on Year Growth of Total Graduate Enrollments – All 4-Year Institutions 

Are We Already Seeing Recession-Like Graduate Enrollment Growth? 

COVID-19

Recession Projected Annual 
Growth, 2022 - 2032

1.3%

https://www.eab.com/


©2025 by EAB. All Rights Reserved. eab.com

©2025 by EAB. All Rights Reserved. eab.com

9Fall 2025 Top Graduate Programs: National Trends 

https://www.eab.com/


©2025 by EAB. All Rights Reserved. eab.com

©2025 by EAB. All Rights Reserved. eab.com

11

The Online Landscape

https://www.eab.com/
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2000s: Emergence of the Online Giants

• Non-profits targeting scale mimic for-
profit playbook, begin initial phase of 
growth

• For-profits decline under regulatory
scrutiny and negative press

2010s: Market Saturation Paranoia

• Regional players move to protect market 
share from well-resourced national players

• Non-profit giants fret about market 
saturation, turn to partnerships strategy
and regional investment

2020s: Post-Pandemic Growth

• Pandemic creates massive spike in online 
enrollments, followed by immediate cooling

• Online enrollments still growing, leading 
new players to enter and established 
players to seek scale

A New Age of Online Expansion?

Pandemic Lessened Fears About The End of Online Growth 

Source: EAB interviews and analysis.

https://www.eab.com/
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Long-Term Shift to Online & Hybrid Solidifies

1) Graduate students include both master’s and doctoral students. 

2) Recorded as ‘Distance Education’ in IPEDS data
Source: EAB analysis of distance enrollment data from IPEDS Fall 
Enrollment Surveys, EAB interviews and analysis.

+6.7%

Avg. Annual Growth 
Exclusively Online

+6.0%

+194K
Increase in Graduate 
Students Taking 
Both Online and F2F 
Courses 2019-2024

Pre-Pandemic
2012-2019

Recent Growth
2019-2024

Exclusively Online 
Graduate Enrollments 1.4M646K

Exclusively Face-to-Face 
Graduate Enrollments 1.5M2.1M

Mixed Online and Face-to-Face Enrollments 492K221K

Graduate1 Enrollments 2012-2024: Exclusively, Some, and No Online2 Courses

https://www.eab.com/
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1) Recorded by IPEDS as exclusively distance enrollments.
Source: EAB analysis of distance enrollment data from IPEDS Fall 
Enrollment Surveys. 

Institutions With More Than 5,000 Exclusively Online1 Graduate Enrollments, Fall 2024
Total Exclusively Online Graduate Enrollments and Percent From Out-of-State
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Total Online Graduate Students 

More online 
enrollments 

More out-
of-state

Bubble size 
shows total 
online graduate 
students from 
out-of-state

+41.2K
Growth in Online Grad. 
Enrollments at the ‘New 
Online Giants’ (2019-24)

+35.4K
Growth in Online Grad. 
Enrollments at the 
Online Giants (2019-24)

https://www.eab.com/
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Sample Growth Goals: Outsized Goals Unmoored 
From Market Realities 

30K by 

2030
Large public, 

currently at 17K

170K by 

2029
Non-profit 

online giant

11K by 

2028
Regional public 

planning to double 
online enrollment

60K by 

2030
Large public, 

currently at 9k

2x

Small regional 
private, currently 

at 1k

3x by 2030

Large public, 
currently at 8K

1M

Non-profit 
online giant

Source: EAB interviews and analysis.

4x

Private selective, 
currently at 4K

Across Institution Types, Calls to Increase Online Enrollment 2x to 6x

https://www.eab.com/
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Navigating New Headwinds

https://www.eab.com/
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18Our Focus for Today

Considering the Impact of the New Administration on Persistent Challenges

Four Market Headwinds Likely Impact of Administration Policies

Demographic Decline Less replacement by immigration

Crisis of Confidence More questioning of values and ROI

International Market 
Volatility 

Less interest in U.S. institutions

Revenue Constraints Costs rise for research, resources, and aid

Small Medium LargeEarly Estimates of Impact

https://www.eab.com/
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Show of Hands…

Which of these headwinds is most concerning to you? 

• Demographic decline and non-consumption

• Crisis of confidence in higher education

• International market reshuffle

• Compounding cost creep

https://www.eab.com/
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What’s a Break Type?

Here are some examples:

• Section

• Chapter

• Tool

• Appendix

• Case Study

If not needed, you may 

delete the break type box.
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HEADWIND

1

Demographic Decline

https://www.eab.com/
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Non-Consumption Comes to Higher Ed

The Non-Consumer Undergraduate 
Market Getting Bigger Every Year

Source: EAB Analysis of American Community Survey Data; EAB Interviews and Analysis. 

-8.6%
Decrease in College 
Enrollment Rate by 2023

Increase in HS 
Graduation Rate+3.3%

1) Western Interstate Commission on Higher Education

2) National Student Clearinghouse ‘Stay Informed’ Enrollment 
Estimates and IPEDS First Time Enrolllments

Change in 19- and 20-year-olds 
from 2012 to 2023 - ACS

-596K
Total 19- and 
20-Year-Olds

-276K
High School 
Graduates

-708K
Enroll in 
College 

Decline in College-going 
Students Outstripped the 
Decline in HS Graduates

https://www.eab.com/
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16M

17M

18M

19M

20M

21M

22M

23M

2010 2020 2030 2040 2050 2060 2070 2080 2090 2100

Fewer People Means Fewer Enrollments

Source: “Global Burdens of Disease Population Projections 2019-2100,” 
Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation; EAB interviews and analysis.

United States 15- to 19-Year-Old Population, IHME Projection

Decline in 15- to 19-year-old 
youth population, 2021-2032

-6.3%

The Demographic Cliff

-1.4Mor

Decline in 15- to 19-year-old 
youth population, 2041-2100

-21%

Peak Population

-4.3Mor

College-going population 
decline from 2041-2100 
projected to be ~3x the 
size of pandemic-era 
enrollment losses

3x
20412021

Demographic Cliff Followed by Even Steeper Decline Through 2100

1) Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation.

https://www.eab.com/
https://vizhub.healthdata.org/population-forecast/
https://vizhub.healthdata.org/population-forecast/
https://vizhub.healthdata.org/population-forecast/
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HEADWIND

2

Crisis of Confidence

https://www.eab.com/
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24Stakeholders Pushing Harder Than Ever on Outcomes

Source: EAB interviews and analysis.

“Are colleges preparing 
students with the skills we 
need in the workforce?” 

 Employer
“Will I actually get a good 
job after I graduate?” 

 Student

“Are colleges the economic 
and social mobility engines 
that they claim to be?” 

 State Official

“Will my financial sacrifice 
give my kid a better life?” 

 Parent
“Will my gift really make 
a lasting impact?” 

 Donor

“Are universities using 
taxpayer dollars wisely?” 

 Federal Official

https://www.eab.com/
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25Voting With Their Feet

1) All degrees/certificates conferred at public and private, non-profit, 4-year institutions.

2) n=37. Representative examples: Cal Poly, Georgia Tech, Worcester Polytechnic Institute, South Dakota Mines.

3) n=363.

Source: EAB analysis of IPEDS data; EAB interviews and analyses. 

16% Overall enrollment growth at 
polytechnic institutions2

Top Three Declines and Increases in Degree Conferrals1, 2013-2023

4% Overall enrollment growth at large 
publics (>10K students)3

Behavioral Indicators Trending Towards Higher Pay, Career-Focused Options

Enrollment Growth at Polytechnic Schools Outpacing Large Publics, 2013-2023 

+131K
Health Professions conferrals, 
which is a 33% increase

-12K
History conferrals, which 
is a 32% decrease

+143K
Computer Science conferrals, 
which is a 194% increase

-21K
English conferrals, which 
is a 33% decrease

+118K
Business Management conferrals, 
which is a 23% increase

-11K
Social Sciences conferrals, 
which is a 6% decrease

https://www.eab.com/
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26Fall 2025 Top Undergrad Programs: National Trends
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27What A Difference 6 Years Makes

Source: C. Cutter (2019), “Amazon to retrain a third of its U.S. workforce”; R. O’Donnell (2019), “Accenture says it 
retrained 300K workers in 4 years”; S. Herrera (2025), “Amazon is on the cusp of using more robots than humans in its 
warehouses”; J. Levine (2023), “Accenture to double AI workforce three months after mass layoffs.”

 

Whiplash As Companies Flip from Retraining to Layoffs

Amazon to Retrain a Third of 
Its U.S. Workforce

Accenture says it retrained 
300K workers in 4 years

Amazon Is on the Cusp of 
Using More Robots Than 
Humans in Its Warehouses

Accenture to Double AI 
Workforce Three Months 
After Mass Layoffs

“Amazon’s promise to upgrade the 
skills of its workforce… represents one 
of the largest corporate retraining 
initiatives on record.”

of employers would downsize their 
workforce due to AI

2019 2025

41%

https://www.eab.com/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/amazon-to-retrain-a-third-of-its-u-s-workforce-11562841120?mod=Searchresults&pos=1&page=1
https://www.hrdive.com/news/accenture-says-it-retrained-300k-workers-in-4-years/547477/
https://www.hrdive.com/news/accenture-says-it-retrained-300k-workers-in-4-years/547477/
https://www.wsj.com/tech/amazon-warehouse-robots-automation-942b814f?mod=Searchresults&pos=2&page=1
https://www.wsj.com/tech/amazon-warehouse-robots-automation-942b814f?mod=Searchresults&pos=2&page=1
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023-06-13/accenture-to-double-ai-workforce-months-after-mass-layoffs?embedded-checkout=true
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International Market Volatility

https://www.eab.com/
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Show of Hands…

How confident do you feel in your institution’s ability 
to grow graduate enrollment considering expected 
international enrollment declines?

• Not confident at all

• Not confident

• Neutral (neither confident nor unconfident)

• Confident

• Very Confident

https://www.eab.com/
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30The Uncertain Future of International Enrollment

Shifting Policies Demand New Recruitment Strategies

Source: Open Doors 2025 Annual Release on International Students; 
National Student Clearinghouse, Jan. 15, 2026; ‘Current Term 
Enrollment Estimates – Fall 2025’ 

7% 8%
10%

7%

3% 2% 1%

-2%

-15%

4%

12%

7%
5%

-6%

2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2021/22 2022/23 2023/24 2024/25

2019/20  2020/21

Historical Change over Time

International Enrollment Trends at US Universities

Percentage of Change Over Time, 2012-2025

Already seeing significant 
declines in the international 

enrollment space

Even before the COVID-19 
pandemic, international 

enrollment slowed to 1%

2025/26

NSC Fall 
2025 data 

https://www.eab.com/
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31Fall 2026 International Student Enrollment

Source: National Student Clearinghouse, Jan. 15, 2026; ‘Current 
Term Enrollment Estimates – Fall 2026’ 

https://www.eab.com/
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New International Graduate Student Enrollment 
Declines

https://www.eab.com/
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Revenue Constraints

https://www.eab.com/
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34A Declining Financial Outlook for the Sector

1) As of 11/30/24.
Source: Inside Higher Ed, Moody’s Downgrades Sector Outlook to Negative and What 3 Ratings Agencies Project for Higher Ed in 2025; 
S&P Global, Outlook for Global Not-For-Profit Higher Education: Credit Quality Divergence Continues; EAB interviews and analysis.

Positive Outlook Negative OutlookThe Growing Credit Quality Divide

• 4% of ratings have 
positive outlooks1

• More positive 
outlook revisions 
and upgrades have 
occurred at higher 
end of ratings scale

• 12% of ratings have 
negative outlooks1

• 3:1 unfavorable to 
favorable revisions

• Most downgrades in 
2025 will be at lower 
end of ratings scale

• Overall deteriorating outlook

• Enrollment issues, tight 
margins, legislative uncertainty 
will erode budget flexibility

• Overall negative outlook

• Recently downgraded from 
stable outlook due to 
federal policy changes

• Overall bifurcated outlook

• Negative outlook for highly 
regional, less selective schools 
lacking financial flexibility

S&P GlobalMoody’s Fitch

Hollowing Out of the Middle
 Percentage Point Change, 2015-2024

AAA AA A BBB Spec

Publics

AAA AA A BBB Spec

Privates

3 2

-13

8

0

-1
-3

-5

5
4

https://www.eab.com/
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/business/financial-health/2025/03/19/moodys-downgrades-sector-outlook-negative
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/business/financial-health/2024/12/17/what-three-ratings-agencies-project-higher-ed-2025
https://www.spglobal.com/ratings/en/research/articles/231207-outlook-for-global-not-for-profit-higher-education-credit-quality-divergence-continues-12927541
https://www.spglobal.com/ratings/en/research/articles/231207-outlook-for-global-not-for-profit-higher-education-credit-quality-divergence-continues-12927541
https://www.spglobal.com/ratings/en/research/articles/231207-outlook-for-global-not-for-profit-higher-education-credit-quality-divergence-continues-12927541
https://www.spglobal.com/ratings/en/research/articles/231207-outlook-for-global-not-for-profit-higher-education-credit-quality-divergence-continues-12927541
https://www.spglobal.com/ratings/en/research/articles/231207-outlook-for-global-not-for-profit-higher-education-credit-quality-divergence-continues-12927541
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35Financial Leverage

Federal Policies Threaten All Major University Revenue Sources

Undergraduate Tuition

Graduate Tuition

International Students

Research Funding

Philanthropy

• Reduce the max Pell Grant award
• Eliminate certain aid programs for low-income students
• Restrict lifetime borrowing for Parent PLUS loans
• Place earnings accountability on Title IV eligibility
• Expand Workforce Pell

• Cap federal loan limits for graduate/professional programs
• Eliminate Grad PLUS loan programs
• Tighten graduate program accreditation requirements
• Place an earnings test on loan access for programs

• Tighten visa screening and vetting
• Introduce a one-strike “catch and revoke” policy
• Re-introduce travel bans
• Propose a change to visas with fixed-term lengths

• Cancel grants related to DEI
• Cap indirect cost recovery
• Reduce funding for science agencies
• Expand foreign gift reporting requirement

• Increase endowment taxes
• Threaten non-profit status
• Restrict foreign gifts
• Enforce anti-boycott legislation affecting investments

https://www.eab.com/
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37Federal Loan Changes Threaten the Status Quo

One Big Beautiful Bill Act of 2025 Rapidly Changes Graduate Financial Aid Landscape

Changes Limit Extent of Federal 
Borrowing Options

• Eliminates Grad PLUS loans for new borrowers 
effective 
July 1, 2026

• Limits total borrowing to $100,000 for graduate 
degrees and $200,000 for professional 
degrees 

• Professional degree designation is narrowly 
limited2 to MD/DO, PharmD, Chiropractic, 
Optometry, Dentistry, Veterinary Medicine, JD, 
Clinical/Applied/Counseling Psychology PhD 
programs, and Ministerial/Theological degrees

–What is NOT included: programs such as MBA, 
NP, PT/OT, MSW, and Education Master/Doctoral 
Programs

1https://www.nasfaa.org/news-
item/37622/Consensus_Reached_RISE_Committee_
Supports_Entire_Package_of_OBBBA_Provisions

Current Loan Programs 
In Place Through July 1

• Direct Loans: Up to $20,500/yr 
available, up to $138K total 

• GradPLUS: Covers up to the 
remaining cost of attendance, loan 
terms include credit review and higher 
interest rates

• Students enrolled before July 1 will 
be grandfathered in and retain these 
program benefits, with some 
adjustments

https://www.eab.com/
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4 Headwinds for the Future of Grad Enrollment

Demographic Decline

Population decline, coupled with growing non-consumption among 
audiences who could enroll, will make it more difficult to find and 
enroll students

Crisis of Confidence

Concerns about higher ed’s value further undermines future 
enrollment potential

International Market Shuffle

Policy changes will further inhibit enrollment from once large 
prospective student pools in China, India, and more

Shifting Revenue

Declining international enrollment and limits to graduate financial aid 
will increase the need to effectively leverage aid dollars

https://www.eab.com/
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Decoding the Graduate and 
Adult Student Mindset
Key Insights from Our Survey of 8,000+ Students—And What 
They Mean for Your Enrollment Strategy

Adult Learner Recruitment
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41EAB’s Annual Survey of Graduate and Adult Learners

Participant Profile

Survey Collection

• Data collected August-September 2025

• 8,106 participants, including current and prospective graduate, online, and adult learners

Additional cuts of survey data available upon request.

42.4%
29.7%

47.6%

20.8%
28.3%

28.0%

19.3%

18.8%
79.2%

71.7%

29.9%

12.0%

6.4%

44.6%
27.1%

Age Race/Ethnicity Employment Status Degree Pursuing Location

https://www.eab.com/
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42Majority of Applicants Fly “Under the Radar” 

Source: Tiffany, K., “The Personal Brand Is Dead,” The Atlantic, June 2022; EAB interviews and analysis. 

Search Consideration Application Decision

Independent online 
research

Independent filtering 
and sorting based on 
key criteria

Fewer applications; 
first opportunity to 
connect with edus

Increasingly driven 
by cost with growing 
nonconsumption

How Mega-Stealth Shopping Manifests Throughout Recruitment Funnel

*Based on research interviews conducted by 
EAB of partner institutions offering 
Professional, continuing, and online 
education . 

Stealth Shopping Rates* Reach Record Levels

Stealth as Percentage of Total Applicants

20%

80%

2012 Today

https://www.eab.com/
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2022/06/gen-z-internet-anonymity-instagram-tumblr/661316/
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AI Usage Surges 5X in 12 Months 

Source: EAB 2025 Adult Learner Survey

3.5%

18.6%

2024 2025

“What sources of information have you used in your search?”

Respondents that selected “AI-powered search/chatbots (e.g., ChatGPT, 
Gemini, Perplexity)”

+15.1 pts

https://www.eab.com/
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Today’s Students Are 
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College Search

Digital-First Resources 

Fuel the Search Process

Cost Is the Ultimate 

Gatekeeper
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Drive Format and Modality 

Mismatch
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1

Today’s Students Are More 
Efficient in Their College Search
And More Stealth Than Ever
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19%

25%

14%
15%

22%

6%

Less than 3
months

3 - 6 months  7 - 11 months 12 - 18 months More than 18
months

I don't remember

Students’ Decision Timelines Have Accelerated 

Quick AI Answers Likely Contributing to More Efficient Decision Making 

37% searched for information for >1 
year. These students are 
disproportionately: 

• Male
• Prospective graduate students
• Based outside of the US
• Black or African American

44% searched for information for 
<6 months. These students 
are disproportionately: 

• Female
• Prospective adult degree 

completers 
• Based in the US
• Hispanic 

“How long have you been actively searching for information about furthering 
your education?”

41% in 
2024 40%     

in 2024

https://www.eab.com/
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Results From Our Recent Stealth Shopping of Nurture Campaigns

Most Programs’ Campaigns End Too Soon

A Study of 50 Edu Nurturing Campaigns Shows Room for Improvement

24%

46%

30%

Duration of Lead Nurture Campaign

1 month (29 days) or less 30-60 days (4-8 weeks) Longer than 2 months

Nearly 25% of 
Programs Ended 
Outreach After 1 
Month

Takeaways

• Build nurture 

campaigns to 

engage students 

for up to 25 

months.

• Stay persistent: 

some students 

decide in 6 months, 

others take over a 

year.

1/4
of programs ended 

outreach after only one 
month

Source: EAB study of 50 graduate 
nurture campaigns, August 2024 

https://www.eab.com/
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Live Poll: 

Do you know how long your nurture 
campaigns last?

https://www.eab.com/
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49Efficiency Gains at the Application Stage

Masters and Degree Completers Apply to Fewer Edus

Source: EAB analysis of IPEDS Fall Enrollment, Admissions, and Institutional 
Characteristics Datasets, 2023; EAB 2025 Adult Learner Survey

Variation in Mean Number of Applications Across Demographics

3.77

5.00

5.04

3.81

3.06

2.19

3.52

6.83

3.67

3.63

3.64

6.08

Female

Male

<27

28-35

36-43

>44

Black

Asian

Hispanic

White

U.S.

Outside of U.S.

Master’s 
mean: 3.51

Degree completer 
mean: 3.64

Gender

Age

Race/Ethnicity

Country of Residence

Undergraduate 
mean: 8.50

Doctorate 
mean: 6.78
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2

Digital-First Resources Fuel the 
Search Process
Search Now Redefined by AI
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51Organic Channels Dominate Discovery Phase

Source: EAB 2024-2025 Adult Learner Survey

“What sources of information [did you use/have you used] in your search?”

Respondents could select all that apply; top six answers shown

26.7%

30.4%

37.6%

40.3%

57.6%

66.4%

Social media

Friends/significant

others/colleagues

College faculty/staff

Communications from schools

(e.g. mail, email, text)

Search engines

.edu's, university search sites,

etc.
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Specific College Websites

Your .Edu Is Critical to Students’ Decision-Making

Reminder: .Edu’s Are the Top Search Source for Adult Learners

1) Asked of students who used online resources (n=4,159)
Source: EAB 2025 Adult Learner Survey

86.4% A school’s website helps me decide whether the school is right for me

90.0% A user-friendly website will improve my opinion of a school

93.6% Make a point of visiting websites of all the schools they are considering

45.6% I primarily visit school websites on my mobile device

84.0% A poorly functioning website will negatively affect my opinion of a school

Up from 77.9% in 2023

https://www.eab.com/
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Rate Your Website

On a scale from 1-5, how confident 
do you feel about your website? 

https://www.eab.com/
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Specific College Websites

Prominently Address Student Needs on Website

Source: EAB 2025 Adult Learner Survey

“When you searched specific schools’ websites, what information were you most 
often trying to find?”

Respondents could select three options; top five responses shown

25.7%

29.1%

44.2%

45.6%

46.4%

Financial aid

Scholarships

Cost to attend

Programs offered

Admissions requirements

Can Students Easily Find the Information They Need to Make Enrollment Decisions?

Our team of web content strategy experts can help identify areas to optimize your program 
pages and other enrollment-critical pages on your .edu

https://www.eab.com/
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A Brief Exercise:
How Do Your Program 
Pages Stack Up?

Average daily use of the 
internet via a mobile phone

2 hours 27 minutes

Average daily use of the 
internet on a PC or Tablet

4 hours 55 minutes

Scavenger Hunt

Is language clear and 
written for a lay 

audience?

Is the 
program tuition 

readily available?

(without calculating 
credits x fees/credit?)

Are merit aid, 
scholarships, etc. 

listed?

Are the application 
requirements and 
deadline listed?

Is there contact info 
for a real person?

Is there information on 
transfer credit options?

Is format (online, in-
person, hybrid) listed?

Is program duration 
quickly accessible? 

Is the program 
start date listed?

Are career 
outcomes featured?

Are there photos 
of real students? 

Is there an application 
link or button?

Are there student or 
alumni testimonials 
elevating impact?

Are program 
differentiators listed? 

Does the page 
show labor market 
data for the field?

Is the page mobile-
friendly?

Source: EAB analysis of ALR marketing data; EAB interviews and analysis. 

90s
Average time prospects spend 

on a university webpage

https://www.eab.com/
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Rate Your Website

Has your rating changed after 
completing the exercise?

https://www.eab.com/
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57Organic Channels Dominate Discovery Phase

Source: EAB 2024-2025 Adult Learner Survey

“What sources of information [did you use/have you used] in your search?”

Respondents could select all that apply; top six answers shown

26.7%

30.4%

37.6%

40.3%

57.6%

66.4%

Social media

Friends/significant

others/colleagues

College faculty/staff

Communications from schools

(e.g. mail, email, text)

Search engines

.edu's, university search sites,

etc.
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58Support Students’ Searches with Relevant Content

Ensure Program Pages Address Search Intent Higher In The Funnel

Informational 

What can I do with a MSW degree?

MSW vs. MA Counseling

Transactional

Best MSW degree near me

MSW scholarship

Navigational

“College X” course catalog

“College X” library

Find general or high-
level information at 
beginning of search (ex: 
degree outcomes, career 
paths, degree options)

Find more specific 
details once committed 
to an area of study

Looking for a specific 
page or content to 
complete a task

Majority of 
university’s 
organic traffic 

Traditional Web Searches

https://www.eab.com/
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Traditional Web Searches

Support Students’ Searches with Relevant Content

Ensure Program Pages Address Search Intent Higher In The Funnel

https://www.eab.com/
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Web Searches

The Impact of AI on Search Results

AI Overview panel

Paid search ads

Organic listings

2

1
Paid and organic 
listings bumped 
down

Organic traffic 
declining in a 
“click-free” 
environment

4 New 
opportunities to 
land on SERP

3
Cost-per-click up 
due to fewer 
high visibility ad 
placements

https://www.eab.com/
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3

Cost Is the Ultimate Gatekeeper
Once That Hurdle Is Cleared, Quality Signals Shape Student Choice 

https://www.eab.com/
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63Consideration Stage: Cost is the Gatekeeper

“Select any reason that caused you to remove a school from your consideration set.”

Asked of participants currently, planning to enroll, or planning to enroll, but not within the next 
two years; responses >10%

60.2%

21.9% 21.3%
19.0%

12.8% 11.9%

Too expensive Too far from
home

My preferred
modality was not

available

Admissions test
requirement

School was not
responsive to my

questions

Coursework
prerequisites

• 62% of respondents are not willing to spend more 
than $20,000 annually

• 39% of respondents are not willing to spend more 
than $10,000 annually 

• 11% of respondents are unsure how much they 
are willing to spend annually 

Source: EAB 2025 Adult Learner Survey

https://www.eab.com/
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64Students Increasingly Rely on Outside Funding 

But Federal Loan Changes Threaten the Status Quo 

Source: EAB 2018-2025 Adult Learner Surveys; https://finaid.org/loans/gradplus/

40%

52%
55%

45%

58%

25%

12%

22%

34%

23%

2018 2020 2021 2023 2024 2025

Scholarships

Financial aid/loans and grants

Personal/household income

Graduate assistantships

Personal/household savings

“What sources of financial support will you have for continuing your education?” 
Select all that apply; top five responses shown

$100,000
for graduate degrees

Lifetime Federal 
Borrowing Limits Through 
Grad PLUS Loans

$200,000
for professional degrees

https://www.eab.com/
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“Select any reason that caused you to remove a school from your consideration set.”

Asked of participants currently, planning to enroll, or planning to enroll, but not within the next 
two years; responses >10%

60.2%

21.9% 21.3%
19.0%

12.8% 11.9%

Too expensive Too far from
home

My preferred
modality was not

available

Admissions test
requirement

School was not
responsive to my

questions

Coursework
prerequisites

• Accuracy: Do you have enough to make a good decision in 
most cases?

• Speed: Can you respond very quickly to most candidates?

• Clarity: Can you communicate your admissions criteria easily?

• Access: Have you eliminated unnecessary hurdles?

Source: EAB 2025 Adult Learner Survey

4 Key Admissions Requirement Principles:  

https://www.eab.com/
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4

Limited Program Options Drive 
Format and Modality Mismatch
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67Adults Prefer Hybrid But Enroll Differently 

Source: EAB 2024 Adult Learner Survey

All in-person classes

A majority of in-person 
classes

No preference

All online classes

A majority of online 
classes

44%

21%

35%

In-person

Online

Hybrid

PREFERENCE REALITY

28%

28%

6%

24%

13%
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Source: EAB 2024 Adult Learner Survey

PREFERENCE REALITY

18.3%

31.1%

43.2%

7.5%

13.7%

54.0%

32.3%

Asynchronous A mix of both

Synchronous No preference

https://www.eab.com/
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In Their Own Words

“Why did you enroll in a course format different from your preferred format?”

“There were no options possible in my program that matched my preference.”

“This is the only format offered by the University for this degree.”

“Online majority wasn't an option so I decided to compromise.”

“It is the only way it is offered.”

“My preferred format is hybrid learning. There just wasn’t an option for this.”

“No other option…it's the only way the program was offered.”

https://www.eab.com/
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4 Key Takeaways

Today’s Students Are More Efficient in Their Search

Ensure your marketing campaigns are reaching students across 
channels and are using hyper-personalization to strike the right tone, 
speak to their concerns, and adjust based on their behavior and intent. 

Digital-First Resources Fuel the Search Process

With AI at their fingertips, your website must be optimized for AI and 
traditional search and must clearly display critical decision-making 
criteria to ensure that your website is an enrollment driver.

Cost Is the Ultimate Gatekeeper to Enrollment

With the elimination of grad PLUS loans and a growing reliance on 
outside funding, adult learners will rely on you for financial support and 
guidance, making your financial aid strategy more important than ever. 

Limited Options Drive Format and Modality Mismatches

Hybrid schedules are the preferred modality for 41% of surveyed 
students. When designing programs, identify your core audience and 
where possible, use their preferences to inform your program design. 

https://www.eab.com/
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The Case for Competitive 
Differentiation

2

A Framework for 
Differentiation

3

Differentiation 
Exercise
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SECTION

1

The Case for Competitive 
Differentiation
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75Success Requires Standing Out 

1

2

3

4

Growing Competition Maxed Out Mindshare

App Lists Are Short Independent Research

• Program growth has 
outpaced conferrals in the 
past decade

• New non-academic 
providers have entered 
the market

• Average adult is exposed 
to 4-10K brands per day

• Prospects spend only 90 
seconds on a .edu 
webpage, on average

• Students apply to few 
schools: 
• 3.5 avg applications 

for graduate students
• 3.6 avg applications 

for degree completers

80% of applicants are stealth 
and rely on program 
information found across 
digital channels to learn 
more before ever engaging 
with your institution directly

Source: IPEDS; EAB 2025 adult learner survey; EAB research and analysis.

https://www.eab.com/
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To what extent do you agree with the 
following statements?

Our university has a value proposition 
that is truly differentiated

Our graduate programs are truly 
differentiated in the market

https://www.eab.com/
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Case Study

Who Does This Describe?

A Variety of Graduate Degree Programs
At the University of X, we have dozens of graduate programs across a variety of 
disciplines so you can design a course of study that aligns with your interests and 
career objectives.

Flexible, Customizable Options
At UX, our degrees are offered online or in a hybrid format to meet your busy 
schedule. Many of our degrees offer a variety of concentrations so you can customize 
your degree for a specialization or industry.

Career Advancement
Gain a competitive edge in your career by pursuing your master’s degree at UX. You’ll 
leave with in-demand skills preparing you for leadership positions in a wide array of 
agencies, organizations and corporations.  

Academic Excellence
Unlock your potential in our top-ranked programs helmed by distinguished and 
dedicated faculty who will help you grow your expertise, access unique research 
opportunities, and gain real-world experience.

Affordability 
Your future is within reach at UX. We are committed to helping you achieve your 
educational goals with our affordable tuition and merit-based scholarships.

https://www.eab.com/
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Does this sound like your institution?

https://www.eab.com/
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79Many Claims Are Commonplace or Unrelatable

Twin Pillars of Traditional Branding Don’t Help You Stand Out

Appealing, but Assumed Distinctive, but Unconnected to Audience

Traditions and Accolades

• “Largest research university in a 
metropolitan setting”

• “Oldest liberal arts college in the Plains 
States”

• “First accounting program in New England”

Signature Initiatives

• Experiential Learning
• Interdisciplinary Research Center
• Holistic Wellness Curriculum
• State-of-the-Art Innovation Labs

“Sounds like everyone else” “How does this help me?”

Traditional 
Competitors

Online Mega-
Institutions

Employer 
Pathways

Non-
Consumption

Online

50+ Degrees
Innovative

Flexible

Affordable

Academic Excellence

Career Impact

Alumni Network

In-demand skills

ROI

Global

Specializations

https://www.eab.com/
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80Lessons from the World of Consumer Marketing

1

2

3

4

Augmentation-by-addition (“New and 
Improved!”) and augmentation-by-
multiplication (“32 Flavors!”) are making 
consumers numb to choices

In many mature markets, the differences 
between products become imperceptible 
to all but true connoisseurs, reducing 
most choices to a simple formula (cheapest, 
most popular, etc.)

When asked what they want, consumers 
mostly point to our weaknesses—driving 
businesses to become more like their 
competitors instead of focusing on strengths

What results is “Herd Mentality” within 
product categories—businesses racing to 
keep up with each other and arriving at the 
same place despite no actual coordination

“Differentiation is not a competitive strategy. 
It is a means of avoiding competition altogether.”

https://www.eab.com/
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81What Is Your Special Sauce? 

Insights from the Restaurant Industry Apply to Higher Ed

Source: EAB interviews and analysis.

Market Share of Top 4 Competitors by Industry 
(Revenue) 

89%

63%

6% 5%

Wireless 
Telecomms

Airlines Restaurants Colleges and 
Universities

Oligopolies Competitive Markets

Higher Ed is a Competitive Market

• National competition
• Large competitors 

dominate market
• Little room for new 

entrants

• Regional and national 
competition

• Room for new entrants
• Still competition from 

market leaders

Regional Players Can Carve out Share

• National 
marketing reach

• Massive online 
scale

• Low cost

• Strong regional 
brand affinity

• Large online and 
on-ground 
presence

• Low cost or elite 
brand

Regional Players Market Leaders

Regional Player Market Leader

https://www.eab.com/
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SECTION 

2

A Framework for Differentiation
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83Focusing on Your Differentiation Sweet Spot

Industry Context: Demographics, technology, regulation 

https://www.eab.com/
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84Focusing on Your Differentiation Sweet Spot

Competitors (by Program)

• Who are we competing 
with?

• When they ‘win,’ why?

• When you ‘win,’ why?

• What does this say about 
your reputation and value 
proposition(s) in your 
regional competitive set?

Industry Context: Demographics, technology, regulation 

Competitor 
Offerings

https://www.eab.com/
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85Focusing on Your Differentiation Sweet Spot

Target Audience (by Program)

• Who are our “right fit” 
students? How has the answer 
to that changed, and how will 
it continue to change?

• For whom are we NOT the best 
fit? Why?

• What’s changing about what 
prospective students value?

Industry Context: Demographics, technology, regulation 

Competitor 
Offerings

Audience
Needs

https://www.eab.com/
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Your Capabilities (by Program)
• Academics
• Values
• Location
• Pricing
• Partner Networks

Industry Context: Demographics, technology, regulation 

Competitor 
Offerings

Audience
Needs

Institutional 
Capabilities

https://www.eab.com/
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87Focusing on Your Differentiation Sweet Spot

Differentiation Sweet Spot

Where your institution meets 
audience needs in ways 
competitors can’t

Competitor 
Offerings

Audience
Needs

Industry Context: Demographics, technology, regulation 

Institutional 
Capabilities

https://www.eab.com/
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88Evolving Common Claims to Distinct Value Drivers

Stress-Test Claims Against These Four Criteria

A Strong Differentiated 
Value Proposition

It’s Relevant

• Addresses needs, pains, and gains that 
matter most to audience

• Expressed in audience’s language

It Reaches the Majority

• Most, if not all audience members participate 
and receive its benefits

• Integrated into core experience (non-optional)

It’s Provable to the Market

• Outcomes data, social proof, external 
recognition

• Aligned with how audience measures success

It’s Difficult to Replicate

• Unique approach or asset

• Outperforms competition substantially on at 
least one dimension

It’s the reason your audience 
chooses you over competitors

https://www.eab.com/
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Example: Masters in Global Policy

Distinct Value Drivers in Action

It’s Relevant

• Program centered on global networking 
using language relevant to students.

It Reaches the Majority

• Orientation and fieldwork and integrated into 
core experience with 100% of students 
participating. 

It’s Provable to the Market

• Alumni and student profiles on website

• 50% of students get offers after fieldwork

It’s Difficult to Replicate

• Dozens of partner organizations and six 
global campuses. 

It’s the reason your audience 
chooses you over competitors

Early career students 
worried about breaking into 
field without a network.

Our Global Policy program centers on 
global network development from day 1:
• Orientation co-led with NGO partners
• Six campuses and dozens of partner 

organizations worldwide

Common Claim: Our Masters in Global Policy prepares students to impact the 
global community through an academically rigorous interdisciplinary program.

https://www.eab.com/
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90Differentiation “Starter Kit”

70+ Potential Value Drivers

Distinctive Academics

Program Variety
Program Quality
Unique Programs
Stackable Credentials
Flexible Delivery
Short Time to Completion
Flexible Scheduling
Pedagogical Method
Class Size

Distinctive Student
Services

Advising
Mental Health
Career Services
Financial Aid Support
Technology

Service Quality Levels

Personalized Service
One-Stop Service
Concierge Service
Peer-to-Peer Service

Student Experience

Global Experience
Small Cohort
Student Organizations
Real-world Projects
Research/Lab Facilities

Special Services for 
Target Students

Working Adults
Adults New to Online Learning
Adult Degree Completers
International
Special Needs
Military

Student Outcomes

Employment
Earnings
In-demand Skills
Industries
Portfolio

Partner Networks

Alumni
Community
Employers
Industries
Global
Research

Distinctive Location

Proximity
Beauty and Climate
Cultural Attractions
Recreation Options
Regional Economy

Pricing

Low Net Price
Low Price Relative to 
Competitors
Payment Options
Need-Based Aid
Merit Aid

Brand Character

Exclusivity
Quality
Higher Purpose
Value for Money
Lifestyle
Disruptive

Staff Characteristics

Credentials
Background
Teaching Experience
Industry Experience
Technical Expertise
Availability

Shared Values

Sustainability
Faith-based
Social Justice
Community Service
Wellness
Outdoor Life
Innovation

“Our MBAs Develop Real-World Skills 
Valued by Industry”

https://www.eab.com/
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Example 1: MBA Value Proposition

Compounding Amplifies Distinction

Distinctive Academics

Program Variety
Program Quality
Unique Programs
Stackable Credentials
Flexible Delivery
Short Time to Completion
Flexible Scheduling
Pedagogical Method
Class Size

Distinctive Student
Services

Advising
Mental Health
Career Services
Financial Aid Support
Technology

Service Quality Levels

Personalized Service
One-Stop Service
Concierge Service
Peer-to-Peer Service

Student Experience

Global Experience
Small Cohort
Student Organizations
Real-world Projects
Research/Lab Facilities

Special Services for 
Target Students

Working Adults
Adults New to Online Learning
Adult Degree Completers
International
Special Needs
Military

Student Outcomes

Employment
Earnings
In-demand Skills
Industries
Portfolio

Partner Networks

Alumni
Community
Employers
Industries
Global
Research

Distinctive Location

Proximity
Beauty and Climate
Cultural Attractions
Recreation Options
Regional Economy

Pricing

Low Net Price
Low Price Relative to 
Competitors
Payment Options
Need-Based Aid
Merit Aid

Brand Character

Exclusivity
Quality
Higher Purpose
Value for Money
Lifestyle
Disruptive

Staff Characteristics

Credentials
Background
Teaching Experience
Industry Experience
Technical Expertise
Availability

Shared Values

Sustainability
Faith-based
Social Justice
Community Service
Wellness
Outdoor Life
Innovation

Real-world Projects
Students build an online 
portfolio in each class

Industry Experience
Industry expert liaison 
assigned to each course

Alumni Network
Our graduates lead dozens 
of Inc. 5000 companies

Distinctive Academics

Program Variety
Program Quality
Unique Programs
Stackable Credentials
Flexible Delivery
Short Time to Completion
Flexible Scheduling
Pedagogical Method
Class Size

Service Quality Levels

Personalized Service
One-Stop Service
Concierge Service
Peer-to-Peer Service

Student Outcomes

Employment
Earnings
In-demand Skills
Industries
Portfolio

Partner Networks

Alumni
Community
Employers
Industries
Global
Research

https://www.eab.com/
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Example 2: MSW Value Proposition

Compounding Amplifies Distinction

Distinctive Academics

Program Variety
Program Quality
Unique Programs
Stackable Credentials
Flexible Delivery
Short Time to Completion
Flexible Scheduling
Pedagogical Method
Class Size

Distinctive Student
Services

Advising
Mental Health
Career Services
Financial Aid Support
Technology

Service Quality Levels

Personalized Service
One-Stop Service
Concierge Service
Peer-to-Peer Service

Student Experience

Global Experience
Small Cohort
Student Organizations
Real-world Projects
Research/Lab Facilities

Special Services for 
Target Students

Working Adults
Adults New to Online Learning
Adult Degree Completers
International
Special Needs
Military

Student Outcomes

Employment
Earnings
In-demand Skills
Industries
Portfolio

Partner Networks

Alumni
Community
Employers
Industries
Global
Research

Distinctive Location

Proximity
Beauty and Climate
Cultural Attractions
Recreation Options
Regional Economy

Pricing

Low Net Price
Low Price Relative to 
Competitors
Payment Options
Need-Based Aid
Merit Aid

Brand Character

Exclusivity
Quality
Higher Purpose
Value for Money
Lifestyle
Disruptive

Staff Characteristics

Credentials
Background
Teaching Experience
Industry Experience
Technical Expertise
Availability

Shared Values

Sustainability
Faith-based
Social Justice
Community Service
Wellness
Outdoor Life
Innovation

Community Service
All students in community 
leadership training

Global
International field 
placement with NGO

Mental Health
Daily mindfulness and 
meditation programming

https://www.eab.com/
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What’s a Break Type?

Here are some examples:

• Section

• Chapter

• Tool

• Appendix

• Case Study

If not needed, you may 

delete the break type box.
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SECTION

3

Bringing Your 
Differentiators to Life

Slides available in follow-up to help bring this content back to your team

https://www.eab.com/
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At Your Seats…

https://www.eab.com/


©2025 by EAB. All Rights Reserved. eab.com

©2025 by EAB. All Rights Reserved. eab.com

95

Bringing This Work to Life

Identify one graduate program

https://www.eab.com/
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Step 1: Scan Competitors

Identify Competitors’ Claims

Use our ChatGPT-ready prompt to accelerate this process

Use this prompt now:

https://www.eab.com/
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Step 1: Scan Competitors

Identify Competitors’ Claims

Use College Navigator to Identify Your Key Competitors:

nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator

Want to speak to an EAB expert about 
finding your competitors? 

https://www.eab.com/
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Step 2

Using the Differentiation “Starter Kit”

70+ Potential Value Drivers

Distinctive Academics

Program Variety
Program Quality
Unique Programs
Stackable Credentials
Flexible Delivery
Short Time to Completion
Flexible Scheduling
Pedagogical Method
Class Size

Distinctive Student
Services

Advising
Mental Health
Career Services
Financial Aid Support
Technology

Service Quality Levels

Personalized Service
One-Stop Service
Concierge Service
Peer-to-Peer Service

Student Experience

Global Experience
Small Cohort
Student Organizations
Real-world Projects
Research/Lab Facilities

Special Services for 
Target Students

Working Adults
Adults New to Online Learning
Adult Degree Completers
International
Special Needs
Military

Student Outcomes

Employment
Earnings
In-demand Skills
Industries
Portfolio

Partner Networks

Alumni
Community
Employers
Industries
Global
Research

Distinctive Location

Proximity
Beauty and Climate
Cultural Attractions
Recreation Options
Regional Economy

Pricing

Low Net Price
Low Price Relative to 
Competitors
Payment Options
Need-Based Aid
Merit Aid

Brand Character

Exclusivity
Quality
Higher Purpose
Value for Money
Lifestyle
Disruptive

Staff Characteristics

Credentials
Background
Teaching Experience
Industry Experience
Technical Expertise
Availability

Shared Values

Sustainability
Faith-based
Social Justice
Community Service
Wellness
Outdoor Life
Innovation

https://www.eab.com/
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Step 2

Using the Differentiation “Starter Kit”

70+ Potential Value Drivers

Distinctive Academics

Program Variety
Program Quality
Unique Programs
Stackable Credentials
Flexible Delivery
Short Time to Completion
Flexible Scheduling
Pedagogical Method
Class Size

Distinctive Student
Services

Advising
Mental Health
Career Services
Financial Aid Support
Technology

Service Quality Levels

Personalized Service
One-Stop Service
Concierge Service
Peer-to-Peer Service

Student Experience

Global Experience
Small Cohort
Student Organizations
Real-world Projects
Research/Lab Facilities

Special Services for 
Target Students

Working Adults
Adults New to Online Learning
Adult Degree Completers
International
Special Needs
Military

Student Outcomes

Employment
Earnings
In-demand Skills
Industries
Portfolio

Partner Networks

Alumni
Community
Employers
Industries
Global
Research

Distinctive Location

Proximity
Beauty and Climate
Cultural Attractions
Recreation Options
Regional Economy

Pricing

Low Net Price
Low Price Relative to 
Competitors
Payment Options
Need-Based Aid
Merit Aid

Brand Character

Exclusivity
Quality
Higher Purpose
Value for Money
Lifestyle
Disruptive

Staff Characteristics

Credentials
Background
Teaching Experience
Industry Experience
Technical Expertise
Availability

Shared Values

Sustainability
Faith-based
Social Justice
Community Service
Wellness
Outdoor Life
Innovation

What are your top 
competitors claiming? 
Cross those off the list.

Highlight 1-2 remaining 
items that you can claim

https://www.eab.com/
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Step 2

Using the Differentiation “Starter Kit”

70+ Potential Value Drivers

Distinctive Academics

Program Variety
Program Quality
Unique Programs
Stackable Credentials
Flexible Delivery
Short Time to Completion
Flexible Scheduling
Pedagogical Method
Class Size

Distinctive Student
Services

Advising
Mental Health
Career Services
Financial Aid Support
Technology

Service Quality Levels

Personalized Service
One-Stop Service
Concierge Service
Peer-to-Peer Service

Student Experience

Global Experience
Small Cohort
Student Organizations
Real-world Projects
Research/Lab Facilities

Special Services for 
Target Students

Working Adults
Adults New to Online Learning
Adult Degree Completers
International
Special Needs
Military

Student Outcomes

Employment
Earnings
In-demand Skills
Industries
Portfolio

Partner Networks

Alumni
Community
Employers
Industries
Global
Research

Distinctive Location

Proximity
Beauty and Climate
Cultural Attractions
Recreation Options
Regional Economy

Pricing

Low Net Price
Low Price Relative to 
Competitors
Payment Options
Need-Based Aid
Merit Aid

Brand Character

Exclusivity
Quality
Higher Purpose
Value for Money
Lifestyle
Disruptive

Staff Characteristics

Credentials
Background
Teaching Experience
Industry Experience
Technical Expertise
Availability

Shared Values

Sustainability
Faith-based
Social Justice
Community Service
Wellness
Outdoor Life
Innovation

https://www.eab.com/
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Step 3

Ensure Each Claim Meets Value Driver Imperatives

Relevance to  Audience Difficulty for Competitors to Copy

Share of Audience Enjoying Benefits Provability to the Market

https://www.eab.com/
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102Sharing This Work Back With Your Team

Common Questions and Challenges When Differentiating Your Program

How do I make this a priority at my campus when leaders think 
our programs are already differentiated? 

Who typically leads this work?

How can we learn what matters most to our students?

LET’S DISCUSS

How would you address these questions on your campus?

https://www.eab.com/


202-747-1000 | eab.com

@eab @WeAreEAB@eab_ @eab.life
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Reflect On Today and Jot Down

Before You Go….

Thing You Learned That 
You Want to Remember 

New Strategy, Idea, or 
Behavior You Want to Try 

Person You Want to Connect 
with After the Meeting 

1

1

1

https://www.eab.com/


©2025 by EAB. All Rights Reserved. eab.com

©2025 by EAB. All Rights Reserved. eab.com

105

Thank you!

Connect with EAB @EAB@WeAreEAB @eab-

https://www.eab.com/
https://twitter.com/eab
https://www.facebook.com/WeAreEAB
http://www.linkedin.com/company/eab_
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