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What's Effective? 
An Analysis of Post-COVID

Recruitment Strategies 



Research Method

Maguire Associates conducted this analysis based on 75 valid and
substantive responses to a survey focused on recruitment strategies
following the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
The survey was launched through two distribution channels. First, an
email invitation to participate was successfully distributed to higher
education industry professionals via Maguire’s contact list.
Professionals in systems offices or state coordinating boards were
excluded. Second, a generalized link was made available and
distributed on LinkedIn through Maguire Associates’ account and
further shared by Maguire employees with LinkedIn accounts.

Every institution has
adapted its strategy

and operations to
pandemic conditions,
but what is actually

effective?
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Our high school partners and
colleagues are saying that this
year's seniors do not seem as

engaged in the college search
process. Application and FAFSA
filing rates in our state are at a

record low.
 



Institutional Control Responses
Percentage of
Respondents

Public 18 24.0%

Private 57 76.0%

Respondent Profiles

Selectivity Responses
Percentage of
Respondents

Admit Rate 80-100 41 54.7%

Admit Rate 50-80 25 33.3%

Admit Rate 0-50 9 12.0%

Selectivity

Public vs. Private
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There has been added stress on
the admission counselors and
high school counselors. Fewer

opportunities to engage [recruit]
students in the form of high

school visits and college
fairs...Given the price sensitivity,
we implemented a public price

match guarantee program for high
achieving students. 
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Highlights



Highlights

The trend away from 
test-required policies to

test-optional, or even
test-not-considered,

continues into the Fall
2022 recruitment cycle 

 

Only 8 percent of our respondents are requiring SAT/ACT scores for at
least some students in Fall 2022, down from 58 percent in Fall 2019. 

High school GPA and assessment of high school rigor became much
more important as application evaluation criteria, partially in response to
fewer SAT/ACT scores being submitted. 

Virtual solutions, most notably real-time video conversations and virtual
information sessions, increased significantly in utilization as a
response to the pandemic’s blunting effect on nurture strategies. 

Most institutions either invested more money in student search,
expanded the parameters of their purchase, or both. 

Low- and mid-selectivity institutions were far more likely to plan for an
increase in admit rates in response to fewer prospects and inquiries
than were high-selectivity institutions. 

Across all respondents, 45 percent agreed or strongly agreed that
conversion rates of paid leads have been worse.
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Analysis
 



Analysis: Test Policies

Our sample of respondents reported a
drastic shift from requiring the SAT or
ACT as a condition of admission in Fall
2019 to the upcoming Fall 2022 entry
class. Over that period, the share of our
respondents that required all or some
students to submit scores dropped from
58 percent to 8 percent. The landslide
toward test-optional tracks with
broader trends for all college and
universities, which is confirmed by
publicly available data. 

A trend that has been less visible in
coverage of test policies is the increase
in institutions that will not even consider
a test score as an application criterion. 
 In Fall 2019, only 4 percent of our
sample institutions did not consider test
scores.  By Fall 2022, this share grows
to 13 percent – a three-fold increase. 

It is worth nothing that low-selectivity
institutions in our sample were already
less likely in 2019 to require an SAT or
ACT score; only 38 percent in our
sample maintained a test requirement
for their applicants.  

High-selectivity colleges, however, were
twice as likely (78 percent) to have a
test requirement in Fall 2019. 
 Irrespective of selectivity, nearly all of
respondents moved away from a test
requirement by 2021, with only one
institution reverting to a test
requirement in 2022. 

Whether the colleges that moved from a
test-required to a test-optional or a test-
not-considered posture will return to
test-required is not certain. Some of
higher education’s most potent
influencers – Harvard University and
the University of California system –
each signaled that neither will return
to requiring SAT or ACT scores for at
least five years, if not indefinitely.   
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We had to re-imagine
how to build our
Student Search

strategy

https://www.dropbox.com/s/kgkt2vrovxm6ebs/College%20Testing%20Policies%20Fall%202001%20to%20Fall%202020.pdf?dl=0
https://edsource.org/2021/university-of-california-sticks-with-test-free-admissions-wont-replace-sat-and-act-with-new-standardized-test/663870


N=69

Analysis: Test Policies 
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Analysis: Application Evaluation Criteria

Evaluating an application for
admission after the onset of
COVID-19 came with new
challenges. Students’ ability
to access college preparation
resources like school
counselors was blunted.

Test-optional policies meant
fewer students submitted
scores. Disruptions to typical
high school experiences and
adaptive responses like
hybrid and remote learning,
staggered schedules, and a
proliferation of pass/fail
grading drove institutions to
revise how they considered
applicants. In fact, the state
of California passed a law in
2021 allowing high school
students to retroactively
change their earned letter
grades to pass/fail. 

The possible effects on high school grade inflation notwithstanding, over half of
our respondents reported that the high school rigor and high school GPA
were more important factors for evaluating an applicant in Fall 2022 than in Fall
2019. About one third of respondents increased their focus on application ratings,
reader scores, or the financial need of the applicant. 
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https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2021-08-06/heres-how-students-can-get-their-grades-changed-to-pass-no-pass-marks


Analysis: Application Evaluation Criteria

High selectivity institutions were far less likely to change their evaluation criteria; they
had a higher proportion of “same importance” responses for each evaluation criterion. 

Low-selectivity institutions, those with accept rates greater than 80 percent, reported
changes to several criteria. High school GPA and rigor of high school coursework were
among the criteria that had increased in importance.   

 
*Only three low-
selectivity
institutions
consider financial
need as part of
their admission
decision, so the
value of 67 percent
of that subgroup
reporting that
criterion increased
in importance
should be
interpreted with
caution.   

 
* 
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Analysis: Nurture Strategies

Activities aimed to increase application
volume, application completion, or yield
rates – what we label here as “nurture
strategies” – changed in response to
COVID-19 as well.  We asked
respondents to report if the frequency of
activities that support nurture strategies
has increased, decreased, or stayed the
same. 

Most respondents reported that their
admission teams increased the
frequency of video communication
with prospective students, virtual
information sessions, and self-
guided campus tours.

Conversely, about five out of every six
respondents reported a decrease in
admission staff in-person visits to
both high schools and college fairs as
well as overnight events for admitted
students.*

It is interesting to note that the increase
in frequency of video communication
(84 percent reporting an increase, only
2 percent reporting a decrease)
exceeded that of texting or direct
messaging (52 percent reporting an
increase, only 2 percent reporting a
decrease). 

Texting platforms that integrate with a
CRM have been regarded as a
promising component of a multi-channel
communication strategy. But the
dominance of video communication
through platforms like Zoom or Google
Chat could be an aftereffect of their
introduction to high school students
during hybrid and remote learning.

*The percentage responding to potential changes in
frequency are based on institutions that were already
adopting the strategy in Fall 2019.
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Our institution evolved as
County Health guidelines

evolved. First with self
guided driving tours, then to
in person visits. We currently
offer both options and have
found the flexibility works
for families and their busy

schedule.

https://edsource.org/2021/university-of-california-sticks-with-test-free-admissions-wont-replace-sat-and-act-with-new-standardized-test/663870
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Analysis: Nurture Strategies
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Institutions that use a combination of in-
house resources and vendors to do
their student search operations were
more likely to report an increase in
spending than those that are exclusively
in-house or exclusively vendor-
dependent. 

Institutions using vendor services were
more likely to expand their search
parameters than those who do student
search in-house. 

Analysis: Search Operations

A constant finding observed both in
responses to targeted questions about
student search operations and open-
ended questions about the thorniest
admissions challenges colleges are
facing is expanding student search. 
A majority of institutions are
increasing their spending on student
search while simultaneously
expanding their parameters. 

Some institutions reported explicitly that
they expanded the parameters of name
purchases beyond their usual profile to
account for an expected drop in
conversion to inquiries or applications.   

Less than 20 percent of respondents
significantly changed their mix of
student search operations in response
to COVID-19 or otherwise. Two
institutions that increased their share of
vendors in student search operations
reported favorable results. 
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https://edsource.org/2021/university-of-california-sticks-with-test-free-admissions-wont-replace-sat-and-act-with-new-standardized-test/663870
https://edsource.org/2021/university-of-california-sticks-with-test-free-admissions-wont-replace-sat-and-act-with-new-standardized-test/663870


Analysis: Search Operations

High-selectivity institutions
were less likely to expand
their search parameters or
spend more on student
search than low- and mid-
selectivity peers.

Mid-selectivity institutions
were most likely to report
expanding their search
parameters, even more than
those with the lowest
selectivity; more colleges with
admit rates over 80 percent
may have already maximized
their search parameters prior
to the pandemic. 
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N=72

Analysis: Search Operations

Few institutions are seeing a connection between fewer SAT/ACT test takers and more difficulty getting leads. 42 percent
agreed that the connection was present while 21 percent disagreed.

Only 35 percent of respondents expected to increase their admit rates in response to weaker applicant pools, while 42
percent disagreed. 

Across all
respondents, 45

percent agreed or
strongly agreed
that conversion

rates of paid leads
have been worse.
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Analysis: Search Operations

How institutions evaluated these statements diverged across selectivity groups. Low selectivity colleges,
which we define as accept rates over 80 percent, were much more likely to see a connection between the
decline in SAT/ACT test taking and acquiring high quality leads than mid- and high-selectivity colleges.
Lower-selectivity colleges were also more likely to agree that paid leads have been more difficult to
convert than peers with higher selectivity.
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Survey participants were presented
with the following prompt: 

“COVID disrupted most institutions’
ability to hold in-person campus visits
and other admission-related campus
events. How did your institution
respond to those disruptions? How
successful were those responses?”

Themes that emerged from
respondents include: 

Analysis: Campus Visits

1
In general, colleges that implemented virtual visits found them to be
generally effective, even if not as effective as in-person visits. 

For colleges with large-footprint campuses, implementing self-guided
car tours was a successful strategy for several respondents. 

Colleges adapted their visit experiences nimbly to changes in state and
local laws, as well as guidance from the CDC. 

Virtual experiences were strong at first, but interest waned over time,
especially as in-person visits restarted after greater proliferation of
COVID vaccines.

Colleges that had already deployed a virtual visit experience before
COVID were better situated to pivot to virtual-only than colleges who
had to develop virtual visits from scratch. 

Colleges who reported successful implementation of virtual visits during
COVID attributed part of the success to intentionality in development.
Simply translating the in-person visit elements to virtual analogs is
insufficient. 
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3

4

5
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Analysis: Campus Visits

Colleges that continued to hold in-person
campus visits found were able to balance
safety and effectiveness by limiting group sizes
and asking guests to fill out health
questionnaires. Several respondents stated that
they offered more in-person visit events even if
each visit was attended by fewer guests. This
adjustment inevitably requires more staff hours,
nudging up per-student acquisition costs. 

“Crowd size and vax
requirements have been
the two biggest issues by
far. To address this, within
health guidelines, we’ve
capped tour groups, but

added more sessions. The
strategy appears to be

paying off (at the expense
of our sanity).” 

In the first year of the pandemic, we saw
service-oriented businesses embrace
technological solutions to problems like how to
order groceries remotely and have them
delivered to homes. Some institutions
leveraged technology in similar ways to
maintain “touchless” service.   

“We stayed the course and were
open on ground 100% of the

time.. we worked through it all…
as a result we saw a 20%

increase of student starts from
prior year and are seeing a 50%
increase in applications thus far

this year! it paid off to remain
open and active. Students still
wanted that personal in person

experience.” 

Some institutions stayed open throughout the
pandemic, including the pre-vaccine period in
2020. The decision to maintain in-person
experiences was influenced both by the
regulatory environment of the state or locality of
the college, financial realities, and trying to
appease the disparate groups within and
adjacent to a college community. 

“We added closed caption information
videos to our website and used

Microsoft Books to allow prospective
students to schedule virtual meetings
with our staff including virtual FAFSA

filing appointments. Some still insisted
on in-person, but most responded well

to these options. In summer 2020 we
offered drive-in services for admitted

students. We used a text message
system that allowed students to wait in
their cars until their turn and had staff in

a tent on the lawn.” 
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Analysis: Other Challenges

The survey asked respondents to report other
major challenges besides those related to
campus visit and student search operations.
The most common theme, by far, to emerge
was employee burnout. Several respondents
noted that hiring and retaining employees,
especially front-line admission counselors, has
been very challenging. Two respondents noted
that some employees do not want to return to
campus after embracing remote work. Some
respondents addressed employee morale
through staff recognition which has shown
some promise, but it has not yet stemmed the
tide of resignations.  

One respondent gave this feedback regarding
work culture that reflects the general sentiment
of many institutions in our sample: 

“The significant reduction of in-person
operations and engagement with

prospective and current students made for a
more depressive work environment, in my

opinion. Many if not most admissions
professionals thrive … off of in-person

engagement. Not seeing the people you are
trying to help and witnessing the joy they

express when they find their college home
robbed our staff [of] some very important

intrinsic value in our work. It is hard to
quantify the loss, but it was a loss. Resuming

in-person operation, campus visits and
school visits has helped reverse this loss and

meet this challenge.” 
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Analysis: Other Challenges

Several respondents offered their assessment
of how the behavior of high school seniors was
affected by the pandemic. One institution’s
comment is representative of reasons for lags
in application volume and FAFSA filing. 

“Our high school partners and
colleagues, at least in our region, are
saying that this year's seniors do not

seem as engaged in the college search
process and just have a "I want to be

done with high school and I will figure
everything else out later" type of

mentality. Application and FAFSA filing
rates in our state are at a record low

and that seems to be the biggest
impact on our application numbers.” 
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If you wish to explore an opportunity further, let’s discuss your needs and goals. Please

email us at info@maguireassoc.com to schedule a time to start the conversation.

As Fall 2021 new student recruitment draws to a close
over the next few months, institutions will have
weathered two of the most difficult and unpredictable
enrollment cycles in recent memory. Whether Fall 2022
will be a different experience depends in part on
external factors like the pace of vaccinations and the
lasting economic impact of COVID-19, but also on the
extent to which colleges and universities collect and
organize the data needed to bring understanding and
consistency to their enrollment patterns. Institutions
that use the information at their disposal to build a new
understanding of selection and financial aid strategy in
a test-optional environment with increasing reliance on
virtual recruitment will be positioned for success.
Those that hope for the best without actively
identifying new sources of data and important new
explanatory relationships are likely to continue to be
buffeted by uncertainty.

At Maguire Associates we know that the pace of
change and disruption over the past year has been
unprecedented, and reorganizing admission and
financial aid strategy for a “post-COVID” world can feel
overwhelming. We welcome a conversation with you to
learn more about your experiences over the past year
and how we can work together to provide your
institution with information that will bring structure
and stability to this new landscape of recruitment and
enrollment.

 

Envisioning Your Institution's Future

 
How Can Maguire Associates Help?

Conduct Customized Research 
Why speculate when you can learn directly from target research? Partner
with us to conduct one of the following studies or more: 

Brand Analytics and Assessments to know your image and position in
your market
Price and Value Studies before altering any tuition strategies
Program Demand Analysis to assess demand for a new academic
program
Admitted Student Research to explore the decision making behind
enrollees and non-enrollees
Custom Research: Bring us your challenges and we will work together
to identify the right analytical strategies and find timely answers 

https://www.maguireassoc.com/contact/?utm_source=hubspot&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Test-Optional&utm_content=test-optional-survey-whitepaper
mailto:%20info@maguireassoc.com

