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ABSTRACT 

Higher education colleges and universities have relied on enrollment to support the 

university fiscally. As revenues from other sources have declined, colleges and 

universities have increased pressure on admissions and marketing teams to recruit 

more students to generate revenue. The next decade will bring a significant enrollment 

drop for many institutions because of several factors including birthrate declines and 

demographic shifts. The projected enrollment decline has been called the enrollment 

cliff due to the impact on colleges and universities who will face a major revenue loss 

if enrollments decline as predicted.  

This study explored chief marketing officers’ perceptions of their role in 

marketing the institution, what challenges and opportunities they perceived that 

marketing departments could address, and their recommendations for how colleges 

and universities could leverage marketing efforts to overcome the impending 

enrollment cliff. This qualitative study utilized a collective case study research design. 

The study setting was 15 randomly selected regional public universities in the 

Southeast U.S., and participants included a purposeful sample of chief marketing 

officers employed at study institutions.  

Study data included individual interviews with chief marketing officers, 

document analysis of supporting documents, field notes of interview settings, and the 

researcher’s reflexive journal. Data was analyzed utilizing an inductive reasoning 

method, and open coding and axial coding were employed. Specific trustworthiness 
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strategies were utilized to ensure the study’s credibility, transferability, dependability, 

and confirmability.  

The results of the study indicate that chief marketing officers perceive that the 

roles of the marketing office have changed in recent years and now include more day-

to-day marketing tasks including aiding in recruitment, advancing the brand, and 

developing marketing strategies and content. The findings also highlight the role the 

university president plays in ensuring marketing is represented at the executive level, 

the importance of embracing differentiation in marketing efforts, and the benefit of 

employing data to make better marketing decisions. Other results from the study 

included a number of challenges that universities must overcome in advance of the 

enrollment cliff and opportunities that exist for using marketing to mitigate enrollment 

declines. Finally, a number of implications and recommendations were provided to 

assist chief marketing officers and university leadership in their efforts to utilize 

marketing to overcome the impending enrollment cliff.    
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Higher education institutions have a significant challenge in the coming decade 

as the number of traditional college-age students, those 18-24-years old, is predicted to 

decline by more than 400,000 students after 2025 (Bransberger et al., 2020). The 

Western Interstate Commission on Higher Education (WICHE) predicted that between 

2025 and 2037, there will be approximately 400,000 fewer college-age students in the 

United States (U.S.) (Bransberger et al., 2020). As higher education institutions 

depend heavily on enrollment for tuition dollars, this enrollment decline represents a 

potentially significant loss in revenue for colleges and universities (Association of 

American Colleges and Universities [AACU], 2018; Kline, 2019).  

The WICHE (2016) called this decline in enrollment an enrollment cliff and 

began warning about it in 2016. The enrollment cliff is a byproduct of the downturn in 

the U.S. economy in 2007 when the birthrate fell as families waited to have children or 

did not have children at all (Barshay, 2018; Campion, 2020; Quinn, 2019). Around the 

same time as enrollment is projected to decline, the demographic makeup of college-

age students is expected to change (Bransberger et al., 2020). The number of White, 

traditional college-age students is expected to decrease by 350,000 students by 2037 

(Bransberger et al., 2020). In addition, the number of Black/African-American, 

traditional, college-age students is expected to decline by 50,000 students by 2037, 

while the number of Asian, traditional college-age students is anticipated to grow by 

approximately 50,000 students during the same timeframe (Bransberger et al., 2020). 
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The only population expected to see significant growth is Hispanic, traditional 

college-age students. This group is expected to grow by 100,000 students by 2037 

(Bransberger et al., 2020).  

The predicted enrollment declines will further impact higher education 

funding. State support of higher education has dropped by $6.6 billion since the 2007 

economic downturn (Mitchell et al., 2019). This reduction in state support has resulted 

in tuition increases at institutions by more than 300% between 1990-91 and 2020-21 

(College Board, 2020). This is problematic because student aid has not kept up with 

tuition costs (College Board, 2020). In 2020, the Pell Grants that were administered by 

the U.S. Federal Government to support low-income students were less than $6,500 a 

year per student, but the cost of tuition was more than four times that amount (Pew 

Trusts, 2019; National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2021). These rising 

costs meant some students could no longer afford to attend college (College Board, 

2020). Even with rising costs, colleges and universities depend on students for tuition 

revenue, so there is significant pressure to enroll students (Kline, 2019).  

Funding challenges do not impact all institutions equally. Regional public 

universities are state-supported institutions that offer primarily four-year degrees 

(Cohen & Kisker, 2010). Because of their mission of access, these universities tend to 

support larger populations of students who are economically-challenged (Bastedo et 

al., 2016; Lucas, 2006). Additionally, these universities are more likely to rely on 

tuition revenue as a primary source of revenue and are less likely to have supplemental 

revenue streams like endowments and research funding (Quinn, 2019). This reliance 
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on tuition suggests that regional public universities will face more significant 

challenges in the enrollment cliff, with some predictions suggesting these universities 

will lose more than 11% of their students between 2012 and 2029 (Barshay, 2018; 

Grawe, 2018, 2019).  

A possible way higher education could overcome projected enrollment 

declines is through marketing efforts. Marketing efforts can offer opportunities for 

institutions to communicate their value and personality as an institution (Belch et al., 

2012; Bock et al., 2014; Mourad et al., 2010; Royo-Vela & Hünermund, 2016). 

Helping students understand the culture of an institution can allow them to evaluate if 

they would be successful at the institution (Royo-Vela & Hünermund, 2016). 

Additionally, marketing efforts can help colleges and universities overcome 

misconceptions that may exist about their institution that keep them from being 

successful in recruiting students (Claggett, 2012).  

Much of the literature about marketing in higher education focuses on 

strategies that higher education institutions could utilize in their efforts to recruit 

students (e.g., Benke, 2011; Bolat & O’Sullivan, 2017; Claggett, 2012; Constantinides 

& Zinck Stagno, 2011; Royo-Vela & Hünermund, 2016). Additionally, there is 

discussion about which tools were most helpful for marketing teams to utilize when 

recruiting students (e.g., Langston & Loreto, 2017; Mourad et al., 2010; Tucciarone, 

2015, 2016; Wright, 2017). Further investigation into marketing efforts could provide 

additional insight in helping colleges and universities prepare for the enrollment cliff.  
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Statement of the Problem 

 Colleges and universities will face a significant decline in students enrollments 

following 2025, as the number of traditional college-age students, those ages 18-24, is 

projected to decline by approximately 400,000 students between 2025 and 2037 

(Bransberger et al., 2020). This decline in students represents a significant problem for 

colleges and universities, as they rely on tuition revenue to support their operating 

budgets (AACU, 2018; Kline, 2019). The State Higher Education Executive Officers 

Association (2018) noted that tuition revenue for colleges and universities brought in 

46% of all educational revenues in 2017, which marked the first time that states relied 

more on tuition than on educational appropriations from state legislatures.  

When looking at enrollment projections, they may be categorized by 

geographic regions to assess similarities and differences between the geographic area 

of the U.S. in order to further analyze enrollment projections. Bransberger et al. (2020) 

utilized four regions when discussing enrollment projections including the West 

region, the Northeast region, the Midwest region, and the South region. According to 

projections released in December 2020, the West region will remain flat through 2030, 

the Northeast region will see a decline of about 34,000 college-age students through 

2030, and the Midwest region will see a loss of about 49,000 college-age students 

through 2030 (Bransberger et al., 2020). Meanwhile, the South region shows possible 

growth of about 1.5 million college-age students through 2025, followed by a decline 

of about 1.4 million students through 2030 (Bransberger et al., 2020). The WICHE 

(2016) denotes states in the South are Kentucky, West Virginia, Maryland, Delaware, 
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Arkansas, Tennessee, Virginia, North Carolina, Washington D.C., Oklahoma, 

Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, South Carolina, Georgia, Texas, and Florida. Some 

states in the South region, like Mississippi, are predicted to see double-digit losses 

(19%), while other states, such as Florida, are anticipated to experience double-digit 

growth (18%). With such a wide variance in enrollment projections among the states 

in the South region, many colleges and universities in the region may be interested in 

ways to overcome the predicted challenges, and those experiencing growth may be 

interested in ways to sustain it.   

The overall decline in enrollment will coincide with another significant 

change, which is the demographic makeup of college students (Bransberger, 2017; 

WICHE, 2016). The number of White, traditional college-age students is projected to 

decline at the same time as the number of Hispanic, traditional college-age students is 

expected to increase (Bransberger, 2017). Historically, Hispanic students are more 

likely to be first-generation students and face more obstacles in education including 

economic, social, and cultural challenges (Cataldi et al. 2018; London, 1992). As such, 

these students may require more college and university support to succeed. While 

doing so would help the students, it may cost the university more to graduate these 

students, lessening the revenue that the university nets for each student.  

 These enrollment declines and demographic changes are problematic because 

colleges and universities have historically been slow to change in developing 

curriculum and campus programs (Marcus, 2017; Ulmer, 2018). Addressing the 

decline in students, along with a changing student demographic, will take time for 
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colleges and universities to address, and strategies to overcome the enrollment cliff 

should begin immediately (Grawe, 2021). If colleges and universities do not begin 

working to address the enrollment cliff, consequences may include lost revenue or 

even institutional closures (Barshay, 2018; Grawe, 2021; Quinn, 2019). Quinn (2019) 

suggested that 15% of institutions may close due to the enrollment cliff, while 

Christensen and Eyring (2011) claimed that 50% of institutions could be bankrupt by 

2026.  

While these challenges are formidable, colleges and universities have faced 

significant enrollment declines before and overcome them (Grawe, 2018, 2021; U.S. 

Department of Education, 2016). Enrollment declines in the 1980s were predicted to 

be more severe, with the direst projections calling for 40% declines in students 

(Centra, 1980; Leslie, 1980; Leslie & Miller, 1974). However, colleges and 

universities took heed and preemptively sought new audiences to counteract projected 

declines (Grawe, 2018). Institutions overcame anticipated deficits, and higher 

education saw an increase in enrollment by engaging new audiences including women, 

minorities, and adult learners (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). This ability to 

adjust and reach new audiences suggests that colleges and universities may overcome 

predicted enrollment declines if they begin working to address them.  

Purpose of the Study  

The purpose of this qualitative collective case study was to explore how chief 

marketing officers at regional public universities in the Southeast U.S. were preparing 

for the impending enrollment cliff that is predicted to affect higher education 
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organizations between 2025-2037. Specific foci were what strategies chief marketing 

officers and their marketing departments were using to prepare for the enrollment cliff, 

the challenges and opportunities they identified that marketing departments could 

address, and their recommendations for how colleges and universities could leverage 

their marketing departments to help address the impending enrollment crisis. For the 

purposes of this study, enrollment cliff is defined as the prediction that there will be 

approximately 400,000 fewer college-age students in the U.S. beginning in 2025 and 

extending through 2037 (Bransberger et al., 2020). Through exploring how university 

marketing officers were preparing for the enrollment cliff, this study may help 

marketing departments and universities better understand how to leverage marketing 

as an avenue to prepare for times of crisis, such as a downturn in student enrollments.  

Research Questions 

There were four research questions that guided this study: 

1. What do chief marketing officers at regional public universities identify as 

their office’s role in marketing their institution? 

2. What do chief marketing officers at regional public universities perceive 

are the biggest challenges universities face in preparing for the enrollment 

cliff?  

3. What do chief marketing officers at regional public universities perceive 

are the most critical ways marketing strategies can be used to address 

predicted enrollment declines? 
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4. What do chief marketing officers at regional public universities 

recommend as best practices within marketing for addressing predicted 

enrollment declines?   

Significance of the Study 

With nearly 400,000 fewer students anticipated to attend colleges and 

universities after 2025, institutions will likely see significant enrollment declines and 

decreases in tuition dollars (Bransberger et al., 2020). As such, the enrollment cliff 

represents a significant revenue loss for colleges and universities (AACU, 2018; 

Kline, 2019). The College Board (2020) estimated that the average tuition and fees at 

public universities across the U.S. were $10,560 for in-state students. Using this 

tuition and fee rate, the total tuition revenue that could be lost is approximately $4.2 

billion if the projections of 400,000 fewer students holds true and tuition does not 

increase during this time. This study’s findings may provide insight to university 

leaders on ways to employ marketing strategies to mitigate enrollment declines, which 

would lessen the financial impact of the enrollment cliff. By understanding marketing 

officers’ perceptions of the most critical ways marketing can help institutions prepare 

for the enrollment cliff, university leadership can more efficiently begin assessing 

strategies to consider implementing.  

Another reason the study is significant is that higher education has historically 

been slow to adapt and change (Bastedo et al., 2016; Marcus, 2017; Ulmer, 2018). 

Because of the time colleges and universities typically take to change, colleges and 

universities may need to begin working in advance of the enrollment cliff to make any 
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needed shifts. Such a slow pace of change is evidenced by the fact that some 

corporations and industries have created their own trainings instead of working with 

colleges and universities to develop curricula (Marcus, 2017). This study provides 

recommendations based upon empirical evidence for how to address the enrollment 

cliff. As such, it may help higher education leaders make a case to begin preparing for 

the enrollment cliff.   

The study’s significance is also demonstrated in that chief marketing officers 

in higher education tend to only be included in discussions regarding promoting the 

university but have not been involved in larger discussions about the university’s 

product or the associated cost (Bailey, 2017; Simpson Scarborough, 2019). This study 

presents findings of how marketing officers perceive their role at the university and 

may offer insights about how marketing personnel could be more involved in 

university decisions. Those findings could inform recommendations that result in 

broader use of marketing efforts throughout universities.  

This study is also significant because it may offer insights on how institutions 

are already utilizing marketing efforts to help address the enrollment cliff. 

Specifically, this study’s findings on strategies currently being utilized may help 

university marketing officers and university leadership assess their preparation efforts. 

This ability to address any shortcomings could help marketing officers and university 

leadership better develop a comprehensive marketing effort in advance of the 

enrollment cliff.  
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Summary of Theoretical Framework of the Study  

This study is framed by the theoretical framework of resource dependence 

theory (RDT). Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) developed the theory, and they explain that 

a dependence on resources could impact organizations’ environmental pressures, 

organizational efforts to manage environmental constraints, and how environmental 

constraints may impact internal organization dynamics. Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) 

explain that RDT looks at resource acquisition and management from both a strategic 

and a tactical perspective. Organizations with a high dependence on resources have a 

high uncertainty level and will make internal and external shifts to lessen their 

dependence on resources (Bess & Dee, 2012; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978).  

When securing resources, institutions have two options to consider (Powell & 

Rey, 2015). They can either adapt to fit the environment, making resource acquisition 

easier, or they can change their environment, so those resources are no longer critical. 

When enrollments decrease, institutions may need to adjust their strategies to continue 

securing resources. Some possible insights RDT may offer include how institutions 

could restructure the organization to secure resources or how partnerships could help 

in providing resources. The RDT framework guided the development of the research 

questions, data collection, and analysis for this study.  

Summary of Methodology  

 This qualitative study utilized a collective case study design to understand how 

chief marketing officers were preparing for the enrollment cliff. The study setting 

included a purposeful sample of 15 chief marketing officers from randomly selected 
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regional public universities in the Southeast U.S. The criteria for study participants 

included: the participant must be employed at one of the study institutions for at least a 

year, be the chief marketing officer at that institution, and be familiar with the 

university’s marketing efforts. The interviews were semi-structured, allowing for 

probing into additional topics that emerged throughout the interviews.  

Data collection occurred through the lens of the researcher and through semi-

structured virtual interviews. Additionally, field notes, document analysis, and 

reflexive journaling were utilized. The data was analyzed utilizing a data analysis 

spiral and employed open and axial coding. The interview transcripts, documents, 

field notes, and the reflexive journal entries were organized into categories and themes 

that were interpreted to find new learnings. Finally, multiple trustworthiness strategies 

were employed to ensure the credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability of the study. Strategies employed included triangulation of data source, 

an audit trail, peer review, and member checking, which involves paraphrasing and 

asking whether meaning was understood accurately (Creswell & Poth, 2018).   

Definition of Terms 

 The following definitions are utilized throughout the study:  

Brand: A name, term, design, symbol, or any other feature that identifies one seller’s 

good or service as distinct from those of other sellers (American Marketing 

Association, 2017).  
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Differentiation: A marketing strategy that focuses on making the product stand out in 

marketing by highlighting ways it is unique, ultimately giving the product’s company 

a competitive advantage (Marketing Accountability Standards Board, n.d.). 

Enrollment Cliff: A time when traditional college-age students, those ages 18-24, are 

anticipated to drop by more than 400,000 students between 2025 and 2037 

(Bransberger et al., 2020). 

Marketing: The activity, set of institutions, and processes for creating, 

communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings that have value for customers, 

clients, partners, and society at large (American Marketing Association, 2017).   

Regional Public Universities: Institutions that are state-supported and primarily offer 

four-year degrees (Cohen & Kisker, 2010). These institutions typically have a mission 

of access, promote teaching efforts over research, and are more likely to have 

moderate admission requirements and larger populations of economically-challenged 

students (Bastedo et al., 2016; Lucas, 2006). 

Assumptions of the Study 

 Simon and Goes (2011) explain that assumptions are “beliefs in the proposed 

research that are necessary to conduct the research but cannot be proven” (p. 90). 

There were three key assumptions that guided this study. The first assumption was that 

the participants answered questions openly and honestly. It was also assumed that 

participants were familiar with the challenges and opportunities that existed in 

preparing for the enrollment cliff. The final assumption was that participants were 
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knowledgeable about what strategies they were undertaking or considering to prepare 

for the enrollment cliff.  

Limitations of the Study 

Limitations in a study are weaknesses that exist, usually from design and 

methodology choices, and each research design has limitations associated with it 

(Simon & Goes, 2011). This study had several limitations. Because the study only 

focused on 15 regional public universities in the Southeast U.S., the results may not be 

fully transferable to other regions in the U.S. or to different institution types. The 

study was also limited by participant bias. Participant bias is when study participants 

alter their responses to correspond with what they perceive the researcher hopes to 

hear instead of sharing their actual experiences (Fowler, 2009). Because participants 

share their lived experiences, there is no way to fully understand if participant bias 

existed. However, reminding participants that their names would not be identified in 

their answers helped mitigate this. Finally, while the participants were purposefully 

selected for their ability to provide meaningful perceptions and experiences with 

marketing at their institution, they may not have been aware of all marketing-related 

activities at their institution. 

Summary  

University enrollments are expected to decrease by approximately 400,000 

students beginning in 2025 (Bransberger et al., 2020). This drop coincides with a shift 

in the demographic makeup of traditional college-age students (Bransberger et al., 

2020). The WICHE (2016) argued the decline in enrollment, coupled with 
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demographic changes, would result in an enrollment cliff for colleges and universities 

in the U.S. As colleges and universities depend on enrollment for tuition revenue, such 

changes could result in a $4.2 billion loss in revenue for colleges and universities 

across the U.S. (AACU, 2018; College Board, 2020; Kline, 2019).   

A potential strategy for colleges and universities is to utilize marketing efforts 

to overcome the enrollment cliff. However, if marketing is to offer a possible solution 

to the enrollment cliff, more research is needed about current marketing activities and 

what unexplored opportunities may exist. Currently, little research exists beyond what 

strategies and tools are most effective for marketing officers.  

The study explored how chief marketing officers at regional public universities 

were preparing for the enrollment cliff. By interviewing a sample of chief marketing 

officers, this study attempted to understand what they perceived were the biggest ways 

marketing could help address the enrollment cliff and what they perceived was their 

role in marketing the university. Understanding these aspects may help chief 

marketing officers and university leadership better understand if marketing efforts 

could be utilized to help overcome the enrollment cliff. 

Organization of the Remainder of the Study 

  Chapter II includes a review of the literature that will consist of the following 

topics: an overview of higher education, higher education challenges, the enrollment 

cliff, an overview of higher education marketing, and current marketing strategies. 

Chapter III presents a detailed description of the methodology and research design 

used to conduct this study, while Chapter IV provides the study’s findings. Chapter V 
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discusses the study findings, implications and subsequent recommendations for higher 

education practice, and future research recommendations.  
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

Chapter II presents a review of the literature on higher education and 

marketing, with a specific focus on how marketing may assist institutions in 

overcoming challenges. The following sections will be presented: 1) overview of 

higher education, 2) challenges in higher education, 3) the enrollment cliff, 4) 

overview of marketing in higher education, 5) the theoretical framework of the study, 

and 6) summary.  

Overview of Higher Education 

Higher education in the United States (U.S.) began before the country was 

founded, and one factor that differentiated U.S. institutions from higher education in 

other countries was the lack of a national higher education system (Cohen & Kisker, 

2010). Instead, states and private groups created universities in newly formed towns as 

the U.S. borders expanded West (Bastedo et al., 2016; Cohen & Kisker, 2010). With 

limited insight and guidance from the U.S. government, institutions had the freedom to 

form as long as they could raise funds to provide educational offerings (Cohen & 

Kisker, 2010). This hands-off approach gave institutions the autonomy to determine 

programs, tuition, scholarships, and the type of institution (Bastedo et al., 2016). 

During the more than 200 years of higher education in the U.S., institutions have 

grown significantly in both their number and scope. In 2018, there were more than 

4,300 degree-granting institutions in the U.S, and more than 2,800 of these institutions 

were four-year universities (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2019a).  
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Purpose of Higher Education  

 After reviewing the literature, there were two primary purposes of higher 

education discussed (e.g., Bastedo et al., 2016; Cohen & Kisker, 2010; Heimlich, 

2011; Pasquerella, 2019). First, higher education serves to prepare students with 

trainable skills and credentials that prepare them for a long-term career (Bastedo et al., 

2016; Cohen & Kisker, 2010). Pasquerella (2019) noted that “leaders in higher 

education must be prepared for the fact that a majority of young adults now consider 

getting a job to be the primary purpose of earning a college degree” (para. 3).  

Heimlich (2011) argued that the perception of higher education’s role was split 

among adults. In 2011, he surveyed 2,142 adults over the age of 18, noting 47% of 

respondents indicated the role of higher education was to prepare students for a job. 

However, another 39% of respondents perceived higher education’s role was to allow 

a student to grow personally. Only 12% of those surveyed perceived that higher 

education should do both, suggesting a split among which role was viewed as more 

critical. An alternative perspective suggested that the role of higher education should 

be broader. Trilling and Fadel (2009), in their book about 21st century skills, argued 

that colleges and universities should prepare students in four key areas, including core 

subject skills, digital literacy, critical thinking, and teamwork to meet the demands of 

an ever-changing job market.  

Access to Higher Education  

 For this study, access is defined as “the ability to engage the resources 

necessary to actively pursue a higher education. Access can range from the most basic 
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of resources to more highly complex considerations” (Driscoll, 2013, p. 7). In data 

released in 2020, the U.S. Census Bureau (2020) noted that 60% of the U.S. 

population holds a bachelor’s degree. This high percentage places the U.S. in the top 

10 of the world’s most educated countries (Organization for Economic Cooperation 

and Development, 2020). However, these numbers do not fully articulate all aspects of 

access to higher education in the U.S.  

A long-held notion discussed in the literature is that accessing higher education 

can propel individuals into the middle class (e.g., Erisman & Looney, 2007; Stulberg 

& Weinberg, 2011). However, this argument is misleading because students from low-

income families are less likely to graduate from college than their wealthier peers 

(NCES, 2019b). The NCES (2019b) studied 23,000 students between 2009 and 2019 

across the U.S. and found that low-income students were 50% less likely to earn a 

degree than their wealthier classmates. Additionally, those who were first in their 

family to attend college, or first-generation students, were 33% more likely to leave 

college without earning a degree, based on a longitudinal study of 17,000 college 

students who first enrolled during the 2003-2004 academic year (Cataldi et al., 2018). 

The reason is that many first-generation students face challenges in accessing higher 

education, including lack of preparedness, lack of emotional support, and lack of 

cultural understanding of college (London, 1992).  

 There are three challenges related to access that may also impact students’ 

ability to attend college. The first discussed in the literature was inadequate 

preparation in high school (e.g., Learning Point Associates, 2010; Page & Scott-



Texas Tech University, Carrie Phillips, May 2022 

 19 

Clayton, 2015). A report from American College Testing (ACT) (2020) showed that 

only 26% of tested high school graduates met minimum proficiency requirements in 

all four core courses, science, math, reading, and writing, suggesting that high schools 

may not be adequately preparing students to be successful in the college classroom. 

Another access challenge was the financial barrier because college prices have 

outpaced both inflation and grant offerings, making it difficult for some students to 

afford tuition (Bastedo et al., 2016; Learning Point Associates, 2010; Page & Scott-

Clayton, 2015). Data from the College Board (2020) showed that during the 2020-21 

academic year, the average in-state cost for a year of college was $26,820. Meanwhile, 

the average Pell Grant was only $4,117 per year (U.S. Department of Education, 

Federal Student Aid Center, 2020). Established in 1973 as part of Title IV of the 

Higher Education Act of 1965, Pell Grants provide funds to low-income students to 

attend college (Cohen & Kisker, 2010). With such a disparity between the cost of 

college and Pell Grant awards, lower-income families may not be able to afford 

college (Bastedo et al., 2016).  

Finally, a third access barrier discussed in the literature was a lack of 

knowledge about higher education (e.g., Learning Point Associates, 2010; Page & 

Scott-Clayton, 2015). Individuals from low-income families are more likely to be first-

generation college students and may not have insight into the collegiate process, 

applications, or funding (Stulberg & Weinberg, 2011). Additionally, lower-income 

students may not perceive they are qualified to attend a prestigious university and may 
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not apply or apply to less prestigious institutions (Learning Point Associates, 2010; 

Stulberg & Weinberg, 2011).  

University Institution Type  

 

This study aimed to understand how regional public universities were 

preparing for college enrollment challenges. As such, it is first beneficial to define a 

regional public university. Cohen and Kisker (2010) define regional public universities 

as state-supported institutions offering primarily four-year degrees. Because of their 

state support, they may have a mission of access and promote teaching efforts over 

research (Bastedo et al., 2016). Additionally, regional public universities are more 

likely to have moderate admission requirements and larger populations of 

economically-challenged students (Lucas, 2006). Finally, regional public universities 

are more likely to offer bachelor’s and master’s degrees, though some may offer a few 

advanced or doctoral degrees (Lucas, 2006). Some of the more common programs that 

regional public universities offer include healthcare, business, education, and public 

administration (Salingo, 2015). Regional public universities also serve many students, 

as more than 40% of college-age students in 2014 were pursuing a bachelor’s degree 

at a regional public university (Salingo, 2015).  

Regional public universities are not without challenges, and one significant 

challenge is the university budget. Maxim and Muro (2020) studied 68 regional public 

universities in the Midwest region of the U.S. and found their budgets had decreased 

almost 8% since 2006. Dugas et al. (2018) also surveyed 205 faculty from regional 

public universities in Illinois and found that budget restrictions significantly impacted 
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priorities. They explained that budgetary concerns have caused regional public 

universities to focus more on research and fundraising than in previous years because 

these efforts could help secure additional revenue. This finding appeared to cause 

some angst among faculty participants, as 13.7% of respondents indicated they 

perceived the university administration focused solely on funding goals instead of 

other aspects of the university such as teaching or service (Dugas et al., 2018). Dugas 

et al. (2018) noted that 14.6% of respondents indicated they had more work than could 

be accomplished and did not perceive they could manage all that was being asked. 

This emphasis on meeting a budget that Dugas et al. (2018) discussed is of note 

because regional public universities do not have the breadth of other sources of 

funding, which can result in increased focus on revenue and increasing duties of 

faculty and staff, as opposed to hiring additional employees.  

Another challenge that regional public universities face intersects with their 

mission of access. Maxim and Muro (2020) assessed 440 regional public institutions 

in 49 states in the U.S. utilizing the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 

(IPEDS) data from the 2017-2018 academic year. They found that regional public 

universities had greater attendance from students who were typically underserved at 

prominent universities, including non-traditional students, working students, and 

students requiring supplemental remediation. Additionally, they found that regional 

public universities were more likely to serve immigrant and minority student 

populations. This study underscored the importance of regional public universities and 
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their efforts to provide educational opportunity to a plethora of students, regardless of 

age, a student’s need for a flexible schedule, or college preparation.  

Organization Structures of University Divisions  

 There are many different organizational structures within higher education 

institutions. The oldest divisions at most colleges and universities are academics and 

finance (Cohen & Kisker, 2010). The academic division is concerned with the 

university’s educational offerings, while the finance division oversees and manages 

the university’s financial health (Bastedo et al., 2016). Other standard institutional 

divisions include athletics, advancement, and campus life (Cohen & Kisker, 2010). 

The athletics division oversees the competitive sports offered at the university (Cohen 

& Kisker, 2010). Advancement focuses on raising university funds and engaging with 

university alumni, while campus life works to engage current students with 

experiences outside of the classroom (Lucas, 2006).  

The final set of institutional divisions vary greatly across colleges and 

universities. Some universities may have all of these, while other universities may 

place them under previously discussed divisions. For this section, the divisions will be 

described as though they are separate units. The first division is enrollment, which is 

concerned with recruiting students, advising students, and overseeing student aid 

(Bastedo et al., 2016). A diversity division promotes diversity work across all 

university efforts, including hiring, campus culture, and campus programs (Stulberg & 

Weinberg, 2011). The information technology division develops and maintains the 

institutional digital infrastructure (Bastedo et al., 2016). Finally, the marketing 
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division promotes the institution to prospective students, and primary objectives for 

this division are developing the university’s brand, overseeing the university’s 

marketing strategy, and managing university communications (Bastedo et al., 2016).    

University Marketing Location and Key Features  

After reviewing the literature, there appear to be three standard models that 

explain where marketing is housed within higher education institutions: within 

university advancement, within enrollment management, or in a hybrid model (Bailey, 

2017). A common location for marketing is in university advancement, and in this 

model, the 89 presidents Bailey (2017) surveyed noted that the marketing office’s 

work was likely to prioritize alumni needs, fundraising needs, and connections with 

the community.  

A second common location for the marketing office is within enrollment 

management (Bailey, 2017). The presidents that Bailey (2017) surveyed explained 

marketing offices in this model were likely to prioritize admission and retention needs. 

Tams (2015) supported use of this model by analyzing 96 respondents’ institutions, 

finding those institutions with an enrollment of fewer than 10,000 students were more 

likely to utilize an enrollment-focused model. While a small sample size, this study 

suggests that smaller universities may be more focused on recruitment efforts. This is 

of particular significance, given this study focuses on regional public universities. 

Such universities are more likely to be enrollment focused, as enrollment is usually a 

significant driver of a regional public university’s revenue (Dugas et al., 2018).  
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The third model discussed in the literature was a hybrid model. The presidents 

Bailey (2017) surveyed noted hybrid models were likely to be institutionally specific, 

but some typical features were joint reporting lines or shared financial sign-off. In 

analyzing the responses of the presidents surveyed, Bailey (2017) argued that 

institutions should consider a stand-alone division for marketing because it would help 

clarify that marketing is vital to all areas of campus. Under the current models, he 

argued marketing’s location alluded to what areas were most important to the 

institution. 

When studying the work that marketing officers do, there appeared to be 

differences in job titles and marketing budgets across the 270 participating institutions 

that Simpson Scarborough (2019) surveyed. Master’s and doctoral institutions 

represented in the study were more likely to have a vice president of marketing, while 

baccalaureate institutions represented were more likely to have a director role. 

Additionally, 56% of survey respondents were members of the university’s cabinet or 

executive leadership team, and 48% of respondents reported directly to the university 

president. Since this study focuses on regional public universities that offer various 

credentials, this finding helps explain the diversity in the varied titles of study 

participants, though they all serve as the chief marketing officer.    

After reviewing the literature, there also appeared to be opportunities where 

marketing officers could be more active in marketing the university (e.g., Bailey, 

2017; Simpson Scarborough, 2019). In Bailey’s (2017) study, president respondents 

indicated that marketing officers were not involved in product development or pricing, 
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two significant marketing elements. Simpson Scarborough (2019) showed similar 

findings, with just over half (51%) of marketing officers involved in program 

development and just over a third (35%) of marketing professionals engaged in pricing 

strategy. These findings point to an opportunity for colleges and universities to better 

engage their marketing offices in additional marketing work. This study further 

explores marketing officers’ perceptions about what their role entails and whether they 

perceive such a role could help universities in overcoming challenges.  

Challenges for Colleges and Universities  

Competition Among Institutions  

There were 4,300 degree-granting institutions in the U.S. in 2018 (NCES, 

2019a). Approximately 69% of students who graduated high school enrolled in some 

type of higher education setting the following year, meaning colleges and universities 

were competing for those students to attend their institution (NCES, 2020b). 

Pucciarelli and Kaplan (2016) conducted a content analysis of higher education 

literature to understand university competition. They found colleges and universities 

competed with other colleges and universities to secure national rankings, gain 

prestige in the public eye, recruit renowned faculty, and acquire funding. Pucciarelli 

and Kaplan (2016) noted that these aspects of competition allowed colleges and 

universities to increase their market share, which could result in more students and 

more private dollars raised. This could imply that colleges and universities have to be 

keenly aware of changes in demand to ensure changes do not impact their market 

share or ability to fundraise, both of which are related to revenue.  
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Limited resources, coupled with increased competition, led some colleges and 

universities to consider market-focused principles such as assessing the cost of 

programs, analyzing return on investment, and employing marketing tactics to stand 

out (Leland & Moore, 2007; Pucciarelli & Kaplan, 2016). Leland and Moore (2007) 

analyzed a case study at a regional public university in Georgia and found that 

employing marketing tactics allowed the university to stand out among competitors 

that did not heavily use marketing efforts. However, critics argued this approach 

increased pressure on students and caused higher education to be viewed as a 

commodity for purchase instead of a public good for society (Gibbs, 2017; Judson & 

Taylor, 2014). Despite this argument, limited resources among institutions suggests 

that colleges and universities will continue to embrace market-focused principles, 

including marketing efforts. This underscores the importance of fully understanding 

marketing efforts and how they could be best utilized to support college and university 

enrollment goals.  

Another way colleges and universities responded to competition was by 

adjusting their programs, so they were more likely to interest students (Pucciarelli & 

Kaplan, 2016). Some institutions lowered academic standards and made changes to 

make campus life more appealing (Pucciarelli & Kaplan, 2016). Moritz (2019) found 

evidence of such adjustments when he tracked how private institutions in Arkansas 

attempted to modify programs, and he found universities relaxed some campus 

requirements, added campus clubs, and enhanced residence hall offerings. Pucciarelli 

and Kaplan (2016) noted institutions also addressed competition by developing new 
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offerings unique to their particular institution. They explained this could be special 

programs, certifications, or fast-track degree combinations. Finally, institutions 

addressed competition by collaborating with area employers to offer specific programs 

that area businesses may need (Pucciarelli & Kaplan, 2016). This form of 

collaboration can help institutions acquire facilities, attract students, and develop a 

better community perception (American Association of State Colleges and 

Universities, 2018). As regional public universities seek to find ways to attract 

students and secure additional funding, such collaborations could provide a pathway 

for institutions to gain additional revenues and additional students.  

While domestic competition was the most common form of competition for 

institutions in the U.S., some literature focused on global competition (e.g., Bagley & 

Portnoi, 2014; Musselin, 2018; Rust & Kim, 2012). Bagley and Portnoi (2014) noted 

that global ranking programs resulted in increased international competition among 

some universities. Rust and Kim (2012) provided a history of international ranking 

programs, noting the first program debuted in 2003, and a competing ranking program 

was developed in 2004. Musselin (2018) explained that as competition increased, 

larger U.S. universities were beginning to transform their offerings to be ranked 

internationally, though it is unclear if this trend will continue.  

While competition can be challenging for institutions, it does have a positive 

element as well. Competition creates responsibility among institutions because it leads 

to formal mechanisms and procedures to ensure accountability (Musselin, 2018; Rust 

& Kim, 2012). Commonly, the task of accountability among competing institutions is 
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entrusted to research councils, evaluation agencies, or regional councils (Musselin, 

2018). The groups hold universities to standards about what is acceptable, ensuring 

universities do not make decisions that harm students for the sole purpose of having a 

competitive advantage (Musselin, 2018; Rust & Kim, 2012).  

Funding Challenges  

  After reviewing the literature, there appear to be several key funding sources 

for colleges and universities, including state support, federal support, advancement 

efforts, and partnerships (e.g., Bastedo et al., 2016; Carlson, 2017; Kline, 2019; 

McKeown-Moak & Mullin, 2014; Pew Trusts, 2019). While all of these funding 

streams provide institutional revenue, they change frequently (McKeown-Moak & 

Mullin, 2014). Managing funding streams’ fluidity is a significant challenge because 

historically colleges and universities have raised tuition to cover costs (Kline, 2019). 

However, with unrest over rising tuition costs, such a strategy may no longer work to 

balance the university budget (Kline, 2019).  

Higher education funding has changed dramatically since the economic 

downturn in 2007, and state support of higher education dropped more than $6.6 

billion after adjusting for inflation, which is approximately 13% less per student 

(Mitchell et al., 2019). College Board (2020) data claimed this number was larger 

when the declining revenues were paired with an 11% enrollment growth during the 

economic downturn. They estimated the lost funding was closer to 23% per student. 

Cuts to state appropriations meant those costs were passed to students in the form of 

higher tuition bills (Bastedo et al., 2016; McKeown-Moak & Mullin, 2014). College 
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Board (2020) noted that between 1990-91 and 2020-21, the average cost of tuition and 

fees tripled at public four-year universities after adjusting for inflation. This 

adjustment led some universities to begin using the term “state-assisted” universities 

instead of “state-supported” institutions because more revenue came from tuition than 

from state support (Bastedo et al., 2016; Mitchell et al., 2019). This further amplifies 

the awareness that colleges and universities must have on tuition costs and its 

important role as a primary funding source for the institutions.  

 Securing federal support in higher education is also a challenge for colleges 

and universities, and the U.S. Federal Government supports higher education in two 

main ways. The first is through Pell Grants to help low-income students (Bastedo et 

al., 2016; Pew Trusts, 2019). Approximately 80% of all Pell Grant recipients in the 

2017-18 academic year had a total family income at or below $40,000 (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2019). In 2019, the U.S. Federal Government spent $28.4 

billion, providing Pell Grants to students (U.S. Department of Education, Federal 

Student Aid Center, 2020). Despite this, the grants have not kept up with tuition 

prices, as the maximum Pell Grant award is less than $6,500 a year, while college 

tuition is nearly $27,000 a year (NCES, 2021; College Board, 2020). While the federal 

government provides a significant amount of funding, the funding does not match the 

cost to attend, meaning that both universities and students are looking for additional 

sources of financial support, outside of the support provided through Pell Grants.  

 The second way the U.S. Federal Government funds higher education is 

through research opportunities. Pew Trusts (2019) estimated that in 2019, the U.S. 
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Federal Government’s research opportunities resulted in more than $26.5 billion in 

revenue for institutions across the U.S. However, research funding was not distributed 

evenly among all institutions (Bastedo et al., 2016). In 2017, the top 100 doctoral 

universities earned more than half of all research funding, meaning the remaining 

4,200 institutions split the other half of the funds (National Center for Science and 

Engineering Statistics, National Science Foundation, 2018; NCES, 2019a). For 

institutions that were not heavily involved in research, the barrier to enter this 

competitive environment is difficult and may cost more than any funds secured 

(Bastedo et al., 2016). This implies that many regional public universities may find it 

cost-prohibitive to seriously consider pursuing a research agenda in hopes of securing 

additional federal dollars for research efforts.   

 Colleges and universities have also attempted to secure new funding through 

fundraising efforts. In his seminal work, Mueller (1977) explained that institutional 

advancement focuses on creating a total program to foster understanding and support 

for a college or university. Cohen and Kisker (2010) noted that elite private colleges 

were among the first institutions to secure large gifts, and public universities began 

advancement efforts much later. The largest gift in U.S. history to a public university 

was $539 million, after adjusting for inflation, by Nike co-founder Phil Knight to 

build a science complex at the University of Oregon (Akhtar, 2019). A key problem 

with using advancement efforts to fund higher education is that many gifts are 

restricted by donor wishes, making it difficult to use the funds for operational 

expenditures (McKeown-Moak & Mullin, 2014). Despite the promise that fundraising 
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holds, McKeown-Moak and Mullin (2014) highlight a need for colleges and 

universities to focus fundraising efforts on general expenditures if this revenue stream 

is to provide a long-term benefit in offsetting overall university costs.  

 A final funding challenge higher education institutions face is developing 

partnerships with corporations and businesses. According to data from Georgetown 

Center on Education and the Workforce, more than 70% of jobs by 2027 will require 

training beyond high school (Blumenstyk, 2020). With many jobs requiring additional 

skills, businesses are looking to colleges and universities to find workers who possess 

the skills needed (American Association of State Colleges and Universities, 2018). 

Industry partnerships can offer students the opportunity to receive specialized training, 

tuition assistance, and flexible work schedules (Carlson, 2017). For colleges and 

universities, partnerships can help cover costs of updating or adding facilities, hiring 

or retaining faculty, and enhancing the community where the university is housed 

(American Association of State Colleges and Universities, 2018; Brown, 2018). 

However, some expressed concern that university partnerships were not authentic to 

the university’s goals and were created solely to bring in revenue (Brown, 2018). 

Despite the fact that some have expressed concern, industry partnerships do appear to 

provide a possible source of revenue for colleges and universities to consider.  

Enrollment Pressures  

 Colleges and universities hire admissions officers to promote the institution, 

and these individuals visit area high schools annually, email prospective students, and 

connect with parents to persuade students to attend a specific college or university 
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(Cohen & Kisker, 2010). Colleges depend on enrollment as a significant part of their 

revenue (Association of American Colleges and Universities [AACU], 2018; Kline, 

2019). As such, there is considerable pressure on those in admissions to recruit 

students annually to support the institution’s bottom line (Bastedo et al., 2016; 

McKeown-Moak & Mullin, 2014; Shaeffer, 2019). Inside Higher Ed and Gallup 

(2019) surveyed 336 college admissions directors throughout the U.S. to understand 

their perceptions of enrollment pressures. Of those taking part, 86% indicated they 

were concerned about meeting their enrollment goals for the upcoming year. 

Additionally, 80% of admissions directors surveyed indicated they planned to increase 

recruiting activities for the upcoming year to achieve enrollment goals.  

A possible way that institutions may recruit more students is through 

technology, and 88% of survey participants indicated they utilized technology to aid in 

recruiting students. Some of the more popular uses of technology to support 

enrollment efforts were to automate processes, offer new opportunities, and rate 

enrollment likelihood (Inside Higher Ed & Gallup, 2018; Langston & Loreto, 2017). 

These findings appear to articulate the value that the enrollment team brings to a 

college or university, and the technology these teams utilize may become more 

important as enrollment pressures appear to be increasing.  

 In the Inside Higher Ed and Gallup (2018) survey, one concerning theme that 

admissions officers noted was rising college debt. The Federal Reserve Bank of Saint 

Louis (2020) estimated that college student loan debt was approximately $1.6 trillion. 

This number made student loan debt the second-highest debt besides a mortgage 
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(Friedman, 2020). Generation Z individuals are those who were born after 1997 and 

are current college students (Fromm & Read, 2018; “Top financial resources for 

Generation Z,” 2019). Generation Z students have shown they are less willing to 

shoulder large debts to obtain a college degree (Foundation for Economic Education, 

2020; Fromm & Read, 2018). Research from the organization Handshake (2020), who 

studied 1,004 college students, found that only 3.5% of Generation Z students 

anticipated owing more than $100,000 in student loan debt, and 31% expected owing 

less than $50,000 in student loan debt. This trend illustrates that incoming students are 

less willing to incur large amounts of debt to obtain a college degree. If this remains 

the case, colleges and universities will have to work diligently to articulate the value 

of investing in a college degree or find creative ways to reduce the cost for this group 

of students.   

Enrollment Cliff 

Higher education has focused on increasing enrollments, but that is about to 

become more difficult. Beginning in 2025, the number of traditional college-age 

students, those students ages 18-24, will decline by as much as 400,000 fewer college 

students in the U.S. (Bransberger et al., 2020). The Western Interstate Commission on 

Higher Education (WICHE) (2016) defined this as an enrollment cliff. The enrollment 

cliff is a byproduct of the 2007 economic downturn, when the birthrate fell as families 

waited to have children or decided not to have children at all (Barshay, 2018; 

Campion, 2020; Quinn, 2019). Further, the birthrate did not recover following the 

2007 economic downturn (Barshay, 2018). Instead, census data projects birth rates 
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through 2060 will only grow approximately 2.9% annually (U.S. Census Bureau, 

Population Division, 2020), suggesting that enrollments will continue to be 

problematic.  

Another change that will occur around the same time is a shift in traditional 

college-age students’ demographic makeup. The number of White, traditional-age 

college students will significantly decrease during this time, and projections suggest 

that White students may decline by 350,000 students (Bransberger et al., 2020). The 

number of Black/African-American, traditional-age students is anticipated to decline 

by approximately 50,000 college-age students, while the number of Asian, traditional-

age college students will grow by about the same amount (Bransberger et al., 2020). 

Simultaneously, Hispanic, traditional-age student populations are expected to increase 

by almost 150,000 college-age students by 2025 before contracting to 100,000 

college-age students by 2037 (Bransberger et al., 2020).  

Excelencia in Education (2019) reviewed NCES data from the 2015-16 

academic year and found that almost half (44%) of Latino college students were the 

first in their family to attend college. This compares with approximately 11% of White 

college-age students who identify as first-generation based on a survey of 137,000 

students in 2016 (Statista, 2017). In his book, London (1992) described some of the 

challenges that first-generation students face, including lack of preparedness, lack of 

emotional support, and lack of cultural understanding of college. These challenges 

mean that first-generation students are more than one-third (33%) more likely to drop 

out of college before earning a degree, according to a longitudinal study of 17,000 
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college students who first enrolled during the 2003-2004 academic year (Cataldi et al., 

2018). While Hispanic students may help offset the initial decline in White students, 

the relief will be short-lived, as the number of Hispanic college-age students is 

expected to drop by about 50,000 following 2025 (Bransberger et al., 2020). 

Additionally, as many of these students are likely first-generation students, they may 

face additional challenges in persisting to graduation. 

The decline in college-age students and the shifting demographic of college-

age students is problematic because of its implications for funding. Higher education 

funding has traditionally depended on tuition revenue (AACU, 2018; Kline, 2019). 

Campion (2020) offered an abbreviated model of the current funding structure, noting 

that enrollment equals funding, which equals operating capital. While overly 

simplistic, the model illustrates why declining enrollments could have a significant 

impact on university budgets.  

It is worth noting the enrollment and demographic changes will not impact all 

institutions in the U.S. equally, and some projections suggest that demand at elite 

institutions could be 14% higher in 2029 than in 2012 (Barshay, 2018; Kline, 2019). 

Projections suggest elite institutions will be less impacted because they are more 

immune to birthrate declines, are a niche market, have prestigious name recognition, 

and have substantial endowments (Kline, 2019). However, not all institutions are 

expected to fare as well. Regional public universities, which serve local students, are 

expected to lose more than 11% of their students between 2012 and 2029 (Barshay, 

2018; Grawe, 2018, 2019). Small institutions, both public and private, may be among 
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the institutions hit hardest (Quinn, 2019). Quinn (2019) defined small institutions as 

those with annual revenue of less than $100 million for a private college or $200 

million for a public college. These institutions may be significantly impacted because 

they are more likely to rely on tuition as a primary source of revenue and may not 

have other revenue streams like endowments and research funding (Quinn, 2019). He 

predicted that as many as 15% of small institutions might close and no longer operate. 

Another projection by Christensen and Eyring (2011) offered a more dire outcome, 

suggesting that 50% of U.S. universities would be bankrupt by 2026. These bleak 

numbers suggest that regional public universities may be more directly impacted by 

the enrollment cliff than other universities in their states, highlighting the need to 

examine how these institutions are preparing for such a challenge.  

If colleges and universities may have to consider closing, it is essential to look 

at what colleges and universities may need to do to survive. Grawe (2018) suggested 

that institutions should begin working in advance of the enrollment cliff to mitigate its 

impact. Institutions may consider an increased focus on retention efforts (Grawe, 

2021). Historically, institutional leadership has taken the mindset of recruiting more 

students to provide increased revenue (Kline, 2019). However, if there are fewer 

students, this may not be an option, suggesting the value of retaining current students. 

Additionally, the National Association for College Admissions Counseling (NACAC) 

changed its bylaws in 2019, and the new rules allow institutions to continue recruiting 

students who have enrolled at other colleges and universities (NACAC, 2019), 
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suggesting that retention efforts may be needed to ensure students are not recruited 

away.  

Another way that institutions might consider warding off some implications of 

the enrollment cliff is to ensure courses are relevant to students, so they communicate 

the value of the investment (Grawe, 2018; Quinn, 2019). Some colleges and 

universities have approached showing value from an academic perspective by 

combining degrees from multiple departments or utilizing internships (Grawe, 2021). 

Other institutions have done this by focusing on the campus atmosphere. Moritz 

(2019) noted that private institutions in Arkansas have relaxed dress codes, begun 

offering pet-friendly residence halls, and expanded club offerings as a way to 

communicate value. Another approach discussed was finding ways to engage with 

students who were not served by the university (Grawe, 2018). This approach could 

involve developing new programs to attract students, utilizing strategic partnerships 

with other universities, or reaching out to new audiences (Grawe, 2021). As colleges 

and universities begin to prepare for the enrollment cliff, this underscores the necessity 

for them to find creative ways to provide additional value to students in order to stand 

out among peer institutions. Additionally, if regional public universities are to 

compete against better-resourced larger, prestigious institutions, this suggests they 

should begin working now on creative options for students.  

To understand the severity of the enrollment cliff, it is worth examining the 

last significant enrollment decline in higher education in the 1980s. Glenny (1980) 

predicted slowed enrollment due to economic changes and the birthrate reduction in 
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the middle of the 1960s. Several other factors were part of declining enrollments in the 

1980s, including fewer university faculty, rising state support for private higher 

education, and increased part-time students (Centra, 1980; Leslie & Miller, 1974). 

Multiple models projected enrollment declines, with some projecting decreases of 

nearly 40% (Leslie, 1980). The most drastic models focused “exclusively on the 

manpower constraints” (Leslie, 1980, p. 10). Meanwhile, Leslie and Miller (1974) 

predicted declines would not be as severe as predicted because colleges and 

universities would work in advance to find ways to lessen the predicted declines.    

Leslie and Miller (1974) noted five ways colleges and universities could 

minimize enrollment declines. The first way they suggested was to introduce new 

products such as new offerings or modifications to programs. A second option for 

institutions was to introduce a new production method (Leslie & Miller, 1974). For 

example, this could include new platforms to offer courses, like an external industry or 

television programs. A third suggestion was exploring new markets such as older 

students, minority students, or high school students (Centra, 1980; Leslie & Miller, 

1974). The fourth tactic was employing new revenue sources, including seeking new 

state appropriations, private gifts, or changes to tax laws (Leslie & Miller, 1974). 

Finally, Leslie and Miller (1974) advocated for internal reorganization, such as 

streamlining administration to prevent wasting resources.   

Colleges and universities listened to the enrollment projection warnings, and 

they worked before the declines to overcome them (Grawe, 2018). The efforts brought 

in new audiences, including significant numbers of women students, non-traditional 
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learners, and minority students, ultimately resulting in enrollment increases instead of 

declines (U.S. Department of Education, 2016).  

Nearly 40 years later, some of the strategies that Leslie and Miller (1974) 

advocated for may be beneficial to consider again as colleges and universities attempt 

to stave off enrollment declines. Additionally, one strategy Leslie and Miller (1974) 

did not discuss was the use of marketing efforts to help colleges and universities 

counteract enrollment declines. As the current enrollment cliff approaches, this study 

explores how marketing efforts could play a role in assisting universities in preparing 

for the enrollment cliff. 

Overview of Marketing in Higher Education 

Before conducting a study that involves marketing, it is first critical to examine 

some of the basic marketing terms. The American Marketing Association (2017) 

defines marketing as “the activity, set of institutions, and processes for creating, 

communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings that have value for customers, 

clients, partners, and society at large” (para. 2). While this definition is widely 

accepted, not all agree with it. Liu (2017) advocated that marketing has changed 

dramatically in recent years, and a new definition is needed in light of technological 

advances. He argued the current definition stopped short of including several factors 

such as consumer needs, organizational goals, and marketing without societal harm. 

He suggested a future definition should address these to fully explain how marketing 

creates value during exchanges like advertising or email communications. For this 

study, the current American Marketing Association definition was utilized.   
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Another critical marketing definition is the marketing mix, and the Marketing 

Accountability Standards Board (n.d.) notes that a marketing mix refers to the tactics 

used to achieve desired sales. The most common marketing mix is known as the 4Ps: 

product, price, place, and promotion (Marketing Accountability Standards Board, 

n.d.). The American Marketing Association defines the product as an idea, good, or 

service to be consumed or used (2017). Additionally, they refer to price as the amount 

of money, goods, or services that need to be exchanged to acquire the product. The 

American Marketing Association (2017) notes that place refers to distributing the 

product to consumers. Finally, the American Marketing Association (2017) defines 

promotion as the tactics used to influence consumers to purchase a product. Marketers 

use a marketing mix to allocate budgets to meet marketing goals. Optimizing the 

marketing mix entails determining the amount of funding spent on each area to 

maximize results and minimize total expenditures (American Marketing Association, 

2017; Marketing Accountability Standards Board, n.d.).  

A brand is another important concept that is critical to understand in a 

marketing study. The American Marketing Association (2017) notes that a brand is “a 

name, term, design, symbol, or any other feature that identifies one seller’s good or 

service as distinct from those of other sellers” (para 4). They explained that a 

company’s brand is used as a means for one consumer’s goods to stand out from that 

of another consumer. A company’s brand can play a vital role in the company’s 

perception (Royo-Vela & Hünermund, 2016; Teng et al., 2007). Specifically, Royo-

Vela and Hünermund (2016) surveyed 121 prospective college students in Spain about 
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what channels were most useful for brand messages and found that utilizing multiple 

channels to communicate a brand message positively increased brand perception. 

Meanwhile, Teng et al. (2007) showed 165 participants competing ads to understand 

the role of competition in creating a brand. They noted participants developed 

perceptions and beliefs about the brands in the ads, and those perceptions sometimes 

included unintended messages (Teng et al., 2007). As such, they encouraged marketers 

to be aware of all messages, intended and unintended, in advertisements to effectively 

communicate about a brand with audiences (Teng et al., 2007). These studies 

underscore the importance for colleges and universities to be aware of their brand 

messages and fully consider how they may be leveraged to assist in recruitment 

efforts.  

Classification of Marketing Efforts  

Hunt (2015) first introduced three dichotomies of marketing to classify the 

different approaches that could be utilized, and each dichotomy has distinct 

differences. First, she notes that one dichotomy is profit versus non-profit marketing. 

Higher education marketing is usually regarded as non-profit marketing because 

institutions are generally non-profit organizations (Bastedo et al., 2016). Another 

dichotomy is micro versus macro marketing, and micro marketing is utilized to target 

a small segment of consumers with a specific need for a particular product (Hunt, 

2015). In contrast, macro marketing focuses on marketing aimed at large consumer 

groups (Hunt & Burnett, 1982). The final marketing dichotomy is positive versus 

normative marketing. Positive marketing attempts to understand an existing marketing 
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strategy, while normative marketing looks at what organizations should do in 

marketing systems (Hunt, 2015; Vargo & Lusch, 2004).  

Another perspective offered a different approach to classifying marketing. 

Kotler et al. (2010) classified marketing efforts based on the audience. Marketing 1.0 

was the oldest type of marketing that included efforts aimed at a broad audience. 

Additionally, in Marketing 1.0, outcomes were not traced to individual consumers in 

any meaningful way. Marketing 2.0 aimed to build a relationship with consumers. In 

Marketing 2.0, client satisfaction was crucial to maintain a positive relationship with 

the client. Finally, they defined Marketing 3.0 as the newest marketing type, and it is 

focused on marketing value. The goal is to show how utilizing the product or service 

creates a better outcome or environment.  

A final important classification to consider is the type of purchase to be 

marketed. High-involvement purchases are expensive or pose a significant emotional 

risk (Hochstein et al., 2018; Kotler et al., 2007). In high-involvement purchases, 

consumers are more likely to make rational decisions and conduct additional research 

on the purchase (Kotler et al., 2007; Nayeem & Casidy, 2013). For example, Nayeem 

and Casidy (2013) explored how 209 recent customers selected which automobile to 

purchase. They noted that customers researched the purchase through various sources, 

including consulting with family and friends, self-guided research, and interactions 

with a car dealer. Because of its high cost and infrequency of purchase, higher 

education is considered a high-involvement purchase (Hochstein et al., 2018). Nayeem 
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and Casidy’s (2013) findings may provide insight into how prospective students 

research possible institutions.  

Marketing History 

Marketing has roots in the industrial revolution, as technology made it easier 

for individuals to purchase goods rather than make them (Hardy, 2016). During the 

early 1900s, companies began employing marketing tactics as they realized that 

demand for products could be influenced by more than supply (Bartels, 1976). As 

such, companies began marketing their products as better than other products. 

Capitalizing on this, universities began offering marketing courses in salesmanship, 

product distribution, and commercial credit in hopes of training students in this new 

field (Bartels, 1976).  

 Much of marketing is tied to technological advances, as new platforms offered 

new promotion opportunities (Wainright, n.d.). The proliferation of newspapers, radio, 

and television provided advertisers the opportunity to market products to large 

audiences (Hardy, 2016; Wainright, n.d.). Through the 1960s, most marketing efforts 

were mass marketing efforts designed for large audiences with little regard for the 

promotion’s effectiveness (Kotler et al., 2007).  

Marketing changed again in the 1970s with the addition of new technologies 

(Hardy, 2016). Cable television allowed for more channels, meaning companies could 

better market their products to particular audiences (Hardy, 2016; Wainright, n.d.). For 

instance, children’s toys were advertised on a child’s cable program, while a new 

kitchen tool might be marketed during a morning talk show for those who worked at 
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home. This was the first time companies could easily target specific audiences, 

resulting in increased advertising (Wainright, n.d.).  

With the advent of websites, search engines, and social media, marketing 

dollars shifted again from traditional platforms to digital platforms (Hardy, 2016). 

This change further moved marketing from mass tactics toward specific tactics 

(Wainwright, n.d.). The benefit of digital platforms is they can track if users engage 

with an ad and how they do so (Fromm & Read, 2018). This change resulted in more 

efficient marketing, as less overall budget was required to meet marketing goals 

(Wainwright, n.d.).  

In recent years, the American Marketing Association (2017) noted new 

marketing offerings included influencer marketing and relationship marketing. 

Influencer marketing utilizes paid celebrities or those with a strong social media 

following to post content on their social media platforms about a specific brand and 

suggest followers buy products. Meanwhile, relationship marketing focuses on 

investing time to build a relationship with the target audience. With several new 

marketing offerings available, this study might shed light into how these strategies 

could be utilized by colleges and universities to overcome the enrollment cliff.  

Higher Education Marketing Challenges 

 University marketing officers face a range of expectations, including student 

and faculty recruitment, developing a university brand, creating university messages, 

and supporting advancement (Bialon, 2015; Stimac & Simic, 2012). Through their 

interactions with media companies, newspapers, and advertisers, marketing officers 
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are more likely to interact with the public and external stakeholders, which is why 

some have argued marketing teams should share learnings they may glean with others 

at the university (Ramachandran, 2010). Some insights marketing officers may gain 

through working with external audiences include suggestions of possible academic 

programs, new audiences, and additional revenue ideas (Bialon, 2015; Ramachandran, 

2010). In this way, marketing has moved beyond promoting the institution to helping 

determine the product and possible new audiences (Bialon, 2015).   

Another challenge that marketing teams face is related to resources, as 

marketing officers were asked to achieve more without additional resources (Simpson 

Scarborough, 2019). Simpson Scarborough (2019) interviewed 270 marketing officers 

at institutions across the U.S. about their perceptions of the marketing field. A total of 

79% of participants perceived they did not have the resources needed to meet 

university leadership’s expectations. This could be because half of the participants 

(50%) indicated their budgets remained flat over the previous two years, while almost 

another quarter of participants (22%) noted their budgets decreased. Survey 

respondents also indicated staffing resources were problematic, and nearly half (49%) 

of participants indicated their staffing levels stayed the same over two years. Many 

participants turned to external sources to solve this problem, as 70% of respondents 

reported utilizing freelance employees, suggesting that staff sizes do not match the 

workload.  

While the first two challenges related to marketing and the resources needed, 

the final challenge considers a policy change by NACAC that could impact marketing 
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officers. At its 2019 annual conference, NACAC adjusted its code of ethics and 

loosened several policies (NACAC, 2019). The policy changes allow institutions to 

continue recruiting students who have committed to attend another university. 

Additionally, the relaxed requirements enable colleges and universities to market to 

previous applicants encouraging them to switch universities once they have enrolled 

elsewhere (Moon, 2019). With this change, student satisfaction becomes more critical 

for colleges and universities, as other institutions will continue recruiting students 

during their collegiate journey (Jaschik, 2019). While not a direct response to the 

NACAC changes, Anghel and Orindaru (2014) offered insight into the work this may 

add for marketing teams. They studied 743 college students in one survey and another 

710 college students one year later about their university satisfaction level, finding that 

student satisfaction decreased as participants progressed in their academic journey. 

This finding suggests additional marketing efforts may be needed to bolster student 

satisfaction after students have enrolled to help prevent them from being recruited to 

other institutions.   

Common Marketing Strategies in Higher Education 

   

Branding Strategy 

The literature suggested that institutions with a strong brand were able to use 

their brand as a means to attract potential students (e.g., Belch et al., 2012; Bock et al., 

2014; Mourad et al., 2010; Royo-Vela & Hünermund, 2016). Mourad et al. (2010) 

surveyed 300 European college students about branding and found that brand 

impacted selection decisions by communicating about the institutional experience. 
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They claimed this allowed students to accurately assess whether they would enjoy that 

university. Royo-Vela and Hünermund (2016) looked at how various recruiting 

practices could strengthen a higher education brand. They noted that university 

content, digital advertisements, and search engine rankings were ways colleges and 

universities could increase their brand’s perception among students, and the findings 

were based on surveying 121 college students in Spain. A final way that branding 

could help institutions recruit students was by positioning a brand as unique. Bock et 

al. (2014) interviewed 246 students at a private university in West Virginia and found 

that branding helped differentiate one university from another. In the study, 

participants viewed some university brands as the only ones that could meet their 

needs, suggesting that a strong brand may help develop loyalty among those 

interacting with the brand.  

Durkin et al. (2012) studied how a brand could exude a specific personality 

through a case study at an Irish university that revamped its television commercials to 

reflect the university's brand personality. Durkin et al. (2012) interviewed 1,100 

individuals in the region following the commercial airing. They found 10% more 

participants liked the commercial than liked the prior year’s commercial, suggesting 

brand personality may help individuals identify with an organization. Other studies 

focused on how a brand’s personality created an emotional connection with students 

(e.g., Tucciarone, 2015, 2016). In two separate studies, Tucciarone interviewed 

college students about how they engaged with university brands. First, she interviewed 

117 students across the U.S., finding that university messages representing a brand 



Texas Tech University, Carrie Phillips, May 2022 

 48 

should have an emotional connection (Tucciarone, 2015). A year later, she surveyed 

194 different students in the U.S. (Tucciarone, 2016). Participants in the second study 

affirmed the importance of emotional messages but suggested brands should balance 

those with other content types.   

These studies suggest that brand plays a powerful role in how colleges and 

universities market to and engage with prospective students. Additionally, as colleges 

and institutions utilize brand messages to exude personality, this could help attract 

students who relate to that personality and fit the university culture. These studies 

underscore the importance of branding as a marketing strategy that helps colleges and 

universities capitalize on their unique features, and branding could prove to be an 

important marketing strategy for colleges and universities seeking to overcome 

predicted enrollment declines because it may allow the university to stand out from 

competitors.  

Targeting Students Strategy 

 Some universities utilized a recruiting strategy of targeting student-athletes to 

boost enrollments (Sander, 2008; Wright, 2017). Wright (2017) used a case study of 

one institution to examine how growing athletic programs might impact university 

enrollments. He found that student-athletes’ recruitment could help universities boost 

enrollments by attracting students from more states (Wright, 2017). Meanwhile, 

Sander (2008) used a case study of Adrian College to explore athletic recruitment and 

enrollment. She noted that enrollment at the university grew 57% over three years, as 

the college heavily recruited athletes. Sander (2008) argued that the athletic program’s 
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growth allowed the university to increase its exposure, which resulted in a tripling of 

college applications from 1,200 to 4,200 annually.  

Another way that universities utilized a strategy of targeting students was by 

employing data to inform marketing efforts and better targeting of students (Claggett, 

2012; Singleton, 2009). Claggett (2012) utilized a case study approach to explore how 

one community college in the U.S. utilized data to enhance their marketing efforts. He 

conducted market research to understand perceptions of the institution and used the 

findings to develop marketing campaigns that addressed the concerns. The result was 

an increase in enrollment in the following academic year (Claggett, 2012). In a 

seminal study on targeting students by interest, Singleton (2009) utilized application 

data from the United Kingdom Universities and Colleges Admissions Service to 

understand if targeting students with specific program information could be a potential 

strategy. He found this strategy showed initial promise to target communications to 

particular students, as targeted communications had better engagement, though this 

strategy has not been widely adopted.   

Targeting specific students could also prove to be an important strategy in 

marketing efforts to overcome an enrollment cliff. Whether targeting involved 

reaching specific student groups like Sander (2008) and Wright (2017) mentioned or 

involved utilizing data to target university misconceptions like Claggett (2012) 

discussed, targeting appears to have value among higher education institutions because 

it allows the university to focus on key goals. In a study regarding the enrollment cliff, 
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a targeting marketing strategy could be explored to see if it yielded any results in 

helping universities meet enrollment goals.  

Relationship and Engagement Strategies  

Relationship marketing “serves to identify, establish, maintain, and enhance 

relationships with students and other key constituents, to benefit the institution both 

financially and intellectually” (Benke, 2011, p. 416). The studies on relationship 

marketing looked at the amount of engagement needed and the role of trust in building 

a relationship (e.g., Benke, 2011; Langston & Loreto, 2017). Benke (2011) focused 

more on the practices that built relationships by interviewing 11 recruitment staff 

throughout the U.S. He argued that successful relationship marketing included efforts 

to support continued transactions with students instead of merely answering student 

questions. Additionally, relationship marketing required building trust with students 

and their families through the regular investment of time (Benke, 2011). A concern 

about relationship marketing was that the trust built during the process could be 

destroyed quickly if the marketing efforts did not match the student’s experience when 

they visited campus (Langston & Loreto, 2017).  

Another scholar argued that colleges and universities should move beyond 

relationship marketing and focus on engagement marketing. Gordan et al. (2012) 

defines engagement marketing as work that “directly engages consumers to actively be 

involved in the production and co-creation of marketing programs, at the same time 

developing a relationship with the brand” (p. 178). From a practical perspective, they 

argued the process focused on individual conversations with students about their 
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specific questions instead of using traditional strategies that communicated mass 

messages. They noted that engagement marketing goes a step further than relationship 

marketing because it only continues conversations with students who respond to the 

university. They claimed this allowed the university to save time and resources 

because the university could focus solely on the students who remained active in the 

process. 

Both relationship marketing and engagement marketing focus on regular 

communication over time as a way to build trust. Utilizing these strategies to connect 

with students could help marketing offices connect with students who have shown 

interest in the university, allowing colleges and universities to convert a larger number 

of students. In a study on overcoming the enrollment cliff, the ability to build 

relationships with students could prove to be a valuable marketing strategy and is 

worth additional exploration.  

Inbound Marketing Strategy  

Inbound marketing developer Hubspot (n.d.) notes that inbound marketing is 

defined as “a business methodology that attracts customers by creating valuable 

content and experiences tailored to them” (para. 1). Additionally, Hagel et al. (2010) 

adds that a strategy of inbound marketing involves using several types of content that 

can be distributed via multiple digital technologies to build brand awareness and 

attract new business. In their seminal work on inbound marketing, Halligan and Shah 

(2009) explained inbound marketing had an interactive element because content 

shared with audiences was mapped to where individuals were in the decision-making 
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process. For example, a student early in the process might receive information about 

the campus. In contrast, a student further along in the process might receive 

information about a specific major of interest.  

The two main tactics of inbound marketing were personalization and 

segmentation because they allowed marketing officials to customize messages for 

students (Bock et al., 2014; Royo-Vela & Hünermund, 2016). By surveying 121 

prospective students in Spain, Royo-Vela and Hünermund (2016) argued inbound 

marketing resonated because students perceived messages matched where they were in 

the decision-making process, suggesting the importance of mapping messages. 

Meanwhile, Bock et al. (2014) explored the ability to segment audiences by studying 

the perceptions of 246 incoming college students in the U.S. They argued that colleges 

and universities could segment based on demographics, motivation, or buying habits, 

but segmentation worked best when demographics were not used to segment 

audiences. Avoiding demographic segmentation allowed the university to be more 

targeted in messages (Bock et al., 2014). Both studies showed that inbound marketing 

had cost-saving implications by allowing the university to send relevant messages to 

impacted students instead of messaging all students (Bock et al., 2014; Royo-Vela & 

Hünermund, 2016). 

Creating a strategy of personalization and tailor-made messages could be a 

valuable strategy for colleges and universities to consider for addressing the 

enrollment cliff. This strategy provides opportunities to utilize data to segment 

messages resulting in more customized messages. While this has the potential to be of 
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value, one challenge this presents is staffing. As InsideHigherEd and Gallup (2019) 

and Simpson Scarborough (2019) noted, admissions and marketing officers surveyed 

reported feeling pressure to handle their duties, taking on a strategy that involves data 

manipulation could be challenging without additional resources to assist.  

Engaging Current Students Strategy 

 Several studies noted the importance of prospective students hearing from 

current students (e.g., Bolat & O’Sullivan, 2017; Constantinides & Zinck Stagno, 

2011). Constantinides and Zinck Stagno (2011) surveyed 400 future college students 

in the Netherlands about what factors they considered when deciding on a college. 

They found that students wanted to hear from current students and were frustrated that 

most colleges and universities did not offer a means for this. Meanwhile, Bolat and 

O’Sullivan (2017) surveyed 12 students at a university in the United Kingdom and 

found prospective students used Facebook pages to engage with the university and 

other future students. These studies support utilizing social media to harness user-

generated content, like photos and videos, that could help prospective students 

evaluate offered majors (Bolat & O’Sullivan, 2017; Constantinides & Zinck Stagno, 

2011).  

The concept of harnessing current students to represent the university appears 

to have taken hold in the idea of a brand ambassador. The University of Delaware 

launched its brand ambassador campaign in 2011, and it employs 88 students annually 

to share their campus experiences on social media (Kay, 2019). Other literature took 

this concept a step further to explore the role of celebrity endorsers. Tucciarone (2016) 
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surveyed 194 college students across the U.S. to understand how a celebrity 

endorsement might benefit an institution. In all, 86% of student participants perceived 

it would be meaningful but noted the connection was best if the celebrity attended the 

university and could share how the university impacted them (Tucciarone, 2016).   

Engaging current students as a marketing strategy provides the ability for the 

university to facilitate authentic conversations with prospective students, and these 

studies suggest such conversations are of value to prospective students. In overcoming 

an enrollment cliff, providing information that is of interest to prospective students is 

likely an important strategy for colleges and universities to consider as a way to recruit 

students. It appears one means of providing information centers on offering a pathway 

for future students to engage with current students.  

Marketing Tools in Higher Education  

Traditional Tools  

 The most common classification of marketing tools was whether they were 

traditional tools or newer, digital tools (e.g., Benke, 2011; Moogan, 2011; Royo-Vela 

& Hünermund, 2016; Tucciarone, 2015, 2016). Traditional tools include university-

produced materials, television ads, billboards, and in-person events (Benke, 2011). 

Multiple studies ranked the tools available to marketers, and consistently print 

materials were among the most influential (e.g., Moogan, 2011; Popa, 2015). Moogan 

(2011) surveyed 318 Welsh college students on their marketing preferences, while 

Popa (2015) focused on prospective students, studying 89 soon-to-be college students 
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in Romania. Print pieces were more effective because students had access to review 

them later and could share them with friends and family (Moogan, 2011).  

  The other traditional tools discussed were television ads and billboards, and 

these tools created an awareness of an institution but focused less on engaging with 

prospective students (Benke, 2011; Tucciarone, 2015). Tucciarone (2015) interviewed 

117 college students in the U.S. about their preferred marketing tools. She noted that 

some respondents did not pay for cable television but did pay for streaming services, 

so it might be worthwhile for colleges and universities to consider including streaming 

services like Hulu or YouTube when considering television ads. While billboards were 

commonly used to reach mass audiences, they could offer targeted messages as well, 

and Tucciarone (2016) noted that students perceived billboards allowed universities to 

communicate different messages to different regions, based on her surveys with  

194 current college students in the U.S. about preferred marketing platforms.  

 A final traditional tool discussed in the literature was in-person events, and 

these included on-campus visit days, visits to area schools, and parent nights (Benke, 

2011; Popa, 2015). These events were among the most effective marketing tools 

because they gave the university real-time access to potential students (Benke, 2011; 

Popa, 2015). However, Moogan (2011) found that younger study participants 

preferred in-person events, while study participants over the age of 21 did not like this 

type of event, suggesting that age may play a part in the perceived importance of in-

person events.  



Texas Tech University, Carrie Phillips, May 2022 

 56 

 These studies show the importance of traditional marketing tools in crafting 

marketing messages. However, these studies only look at how students perceive the 

tools. There is no evidence about which tools, or combinations of tools, are most 

impactful in challenging times like an enrollment cliff. As such, this study could 

provide insight about what mix of marketing efforts is most impactful for universities 

to utilize during the upcoming enrollment cliff.  

Digital Tools  

 After reviewing the literature, the other common type of tools available for 

higher education marketers were digital tools such as email, text messages, websites, 

social media, digital advertising, and customer relationship management (CRM) 

software (e.g., Langston & Loreto, 2017; Moogan, 2011; Popa, 2015; Royo-Vela & 

Hünermund, 2016; Tucciarone, 2016). When evaluating the effectiveness of digital 

tools, websites were ranked the most influential in multiple studies because they 

allowed students to find various university content (Moogan, 2011; Popa, 2015). It 

was also crucial that university websites worked on multiple platforms, including 

computers, phones, and tablets, as participants in multiple studies indicated they used 

various devices to access websites (Popa, 2015; Royo-Vela & Hünermund, 2016).  

These studies suggest the importance of the university website and digital 

infrastructure as tools for colleges and universities to use in their marketing efforts. 

Websites and digital infrastructure tools could prove useful in relationship marketing 

strategies and inbound marketing strategies, as these strategies focus on delivering 

targeted messages to students (Benke, 2011; Bock et al., 2014; Langston & Loreto, 
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2017; Royo-Vela & Hünermund, 2016). However, little research has been done 

regarding using personalized digital tools as a means to recruit students. This might be 

a potential strategy that could be explored in a study examining how colleges and 

universities are preparing for the enrollment cliff.  

Email also had the potential to be a powerful marketing tool. Ruffalo Noel 

Levitz (2019) surveyed 900 high school students, and they found 98% of survey 

participants were willing to share their email address with colleges and universities. 

Additionally, survey respondents noted that email was one way they expected colleges 

to respond when they asked for information. These findings suggest that email may be 

an essential tool for communicating with future students. 

Early studies on social media as a tool attempted to classify the types of 

platforms based on how they operated (e.g., Fagerstrøm & Ghinea, 2013; Mazurek et 

al., 2019). Fagerstrøm and Ghinea (2013) analyzed social media platforms, presenting 

a structure where platforms were organized by content sharing, interacting with others, 

sharing information, or creating virtual worlds. Mazurek et al. (2019) offered a 

different social media classification that focused more on the tasks social media 

helped users complete. In that classification, they argued social media sites should be 

organized based on common uses, including blogging, publishing photos, personal 

networking, business communication, and discussion forums.  

Several studies also examined how colleges and universities utilized social 

media to build relationships with students (e.g., Clark et al., 2016; Fagerstrøm & 

Ghinea, 2013; Mazurek et al., 2019). Clark et al. (2016) sought to understand whether 
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the frequency of interaction on social media impacted a student’s perception of the 

brand. He surveyed 240 college students at one university in the U.S. and found when 

study participants followed a university on multiple social media platforms, their 

perception of the institution increased. This finding led Clark et al. (2016) to suggest 

that universities should be active on multiple platforms to increase engagement 

opportunities. Meanwhile, Mazurek et al. (2019) surveyed 90 marketing professionals 

at institutions in Poland to learn why they engaged on social media. More than three-

fourths (78%) of respondents noted their primary purpose for engaging on social 

media was building relationships with potential students and alumni. With marketing 

teams using social media to build relationships as Mazurek et al. (2019) found, this 

suggests that social media could be an ideal tool for a strategy of relationship 

marketing and such a possibility could be further explored in looking at how 

universities are using marketing efforts to overcome the enrollment cliff.  

As social media became more common among colleges and universities, 

organizing content appeared to be of importance. Melichiorre and Johnson (2017) 

argued that universities needed detailed strategies to develop marketing plans 

specifically designed to support social media efforts. They claimed such plans would 

help universities engage on several platforms by diversifying content, reaching 

multiple audiences, and ensuring each platform could be utilized most effectively.  

Several studies have explored which social media platforms were the most 

effective (e.g., Mazurek et al., 2019; Wali & Andy-Wali, 2018). Mazurek et al. (2019) 

approached this topic through university marketing professionals’ lens, asking 90 
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marketing professionals in Poland to evaluate their preferences. Wali and Andy-Wali 

(2018) approached this through the lens of college students, interviewing 20 Nigerian 

college students about their preferences. Both studies indicated that Facebook was the 

most relevant platform to communicate with students (Mazurek et al., 2019; Wali & 

Andy-Wali, 2018). Other platforms that were beneficial as a marketing tool were 

YouTube, Instagram, Twitter, and LinkedIn (Mazurek et al., 2019; Wali & Andy-

Wali, 2018). In addition to evaluating the effectiveness of social media platforms, 

Mazurek et al. (2019) also analyzed the type of content universities posted. Most 

universities used images, links, and text in their messages. Few universities prioritized 

video on their social media platforms, leading Mazurek et al. (2019) to note this was 

one opportunity for universities to enhance their social media efforts. Multiple studies 

focused on social media effectiveness have explored this topic outside the U.S. 

Therefore, a study that could provide insight on social media effectiveness at colleges 

and universities within the U.S. could help marketing practitioners better understand 

the platforms domestically and how they might be used more efficiently to overcome 

an enrollment cliff.   

It also appears that digital advertising may be a viable tool for higher education 

marketing professionals, and Facebook ads were some of the most effective digital ads 

for student recruitment (Popa et al., 2016; Wali & Andy-Wali, 2018). Facebook ads 

reached a more comprehensive range of students at less cost than printed materials 

(Wali & Andy-Wali, 2018). Additionally, Facebook ads were slightly more effective 

than other types of ads. Popa et al. (2016) tested Facebook and Google advertising 
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campaigns’ effectiveness by creating an identical campaign on both platforms to test 

which worked the best. While the Facebook ad campaign was slightly more effective 

(1%), Facebook ads should not be considered in isolation because Google ad 

campaigns impacted the likelihood a university would show up in Google’s search 

engine (Popa et al., 2016).  

Flores et al. (2014) studied whether certain ads performed better for certain 

purchase types. They analyzed the viewing habits of 160 participants and discovered 

participants preferred banner ads with images for high-involvement purchases. Since 

higher education is a high-involvement purchase (Hochstein et al., 2018), these 

findings may offer insight into how universities could improve their ads. Finally, 

Flores et al. (2014) noted that respondents had significantly more positive attitudes 

about ads when they appeared on websites that aligned with the ad content, suggesting 

that universities may need to be judicious when deciding where to place banner ads.   

These studies about the effectiveness of different kinds of advertising are 

helpful to colleges and universities, but they are not specific enough. These studies did 

not utilize regional public universities, meaning their findings may not be fully 

transferrable. As such, studying the effectiveness of different kinds of digital 

advertising among regional public universities could prove beneficial to marketing 

officers throughout the U.S. to understand how advertising may support their 

marketing efforts.   

In a seminal study on using a statistical model, Goenner and Pauls (2006) 

utilized a case study of one university and examined several factors to see if they 
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could predict the likelihood of a student enrolling. Some factors analyzed were 

whether a student visited campus, whether the university offered the program of 

interest, and how far away the student lived from the university (Goenner & Pauls, 

2006). Individually, each factor had no statistical significance; however, when part of 

a statistical model, the factors showed some promise in predicting which students 

would enroll. More than a decade later, Langston and Loreto (2017) tested a statistical 

model as part of a case study involving Brockport University, and the model was 89% 

accurate in predicting which students were likely to enroll. Additionally, the model 

allowed the university to save almost $50,000 while increasing enrollment by 10% 

because it allowed the university to target printed pieces, social media ads, and emails 

to students more likely to enroll (Langston & Loreto, 2017).  

A final tool addressed in several studies was a CRM (e.g., Langston & Loreto, 

2017; Wali & Andi-Waly, 2018). A CRM is a tool that allows colleges and 

universities to manage and automate engagement with students across multiple 

platforms including email, text message, websites, and the university’s portal 

(Langston & Loreto, 2017). Wali and Andi-Waly (2018) interviewed 20 Nigerian 

students about how they wanted to engage with colleges and universities, and the 

participants indicated they wanted an experience tailored to their specific interests. 

Based on this finding, Wali and Andy-Wali (2018) suggested that college and 

universities should consider a CRM because it would address the students’ 

communication preferences without manual effort. Langston and Loreto (2017) 

echoed this finding, noting that the main reason colleges and universities utilized a 
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CRM was the ability to send communications that were personalized with a student’s 

name, academic interest, or other information but did not require the information to be 

input manually. The use of a CRM in marketing efforts is relatively new, meaning 

more research is needed to understand how such tool could help marketing offices to 

market institutions. Additional research is needed and could be provided through this 

study to understand if this tool could have a role in helping colleges and universities 

prepare for an enrollment cliff.   

Marketing to Students  

Current students are members of Generation Z, which is defined as those born 

after 1997 (Fromm & Read, 2018). Typically, Generation Z is a digital technology 

native, practical, relatively risk-averse, and desires community among peers of varied 

backgrounds (Fromm & Read, 2018). Priporas et al. (2017) noted Generation Z also 

valued convenience, speed of shopping, and intentional product selection. They 

surveyed 33 members of Generation Z about their buying habits, noting that 

personalization, product detail, and cost were critical factors that influenced 

Generation Z’s buying habits. This study provided insight into what Generation Z 

students expected when making purchases, and it offered some guidance as to how 

institutions may need to adjust their practices to accommodate Generation Z 

preferences. In a study aimed to understand how marketing efforts may help 

institutions overcome the enrollment cliff, an understanding of purchasing preferences 

of the target audiences is certainly worth consideration.  



Texas Tech University, Carrie Phillips, May 2022 

 63 

Most marketing efforts are directed to prospective students, but one study may 

show a need to market to current students. Wardi et al. (2017) studied 8,000 

scholarship students in Indonesia to assess the role of price versus service in higher 

education. Both tuition cost and academic quality had a significant effect on student 

satisfaction. Wardi et al. (2017) noted that students were more likely to consider 

lower-cost colleges and universities when tuition was high. Additionally, when a 

student was engaged academically, their likelihood of transferring decreased. This 

study highlighted the need to continue marketing during a student’s tenure to ensure 

the student remains engaged at the institution. This study offers significant value, 

given that the NACAC changes will allow other institutions to recruit enrolled 

students (Jaschik, 2019). There is little research to suggest marketing as a retention 

strategy but given the NACAC changes such a strategy might be worth consideration 

in understanding enrollment challenges that colleges and universities will face.  

Theoretical Framework of the Study  

 When considering a study about marketing efforts to help colleges and 

universities overcome the enrollment cliff, resource dependence theory (RDT) may 

offer some value. Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) developed RDT and explained it 

addresses how access to resources may impact an organization’s actions, both from a 

strategic and a tactical perspective. Bess and Dee (2012) note that the primary tenant 

of RDT is that resources, both external and internal, are sources of power. Thus, 

dependence on them creates uncertainty, causing organizations to make internal and 
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external adjustments to lessen their reliance on or have better access to resources 

(Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978).  

 Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) noted that a dependence on resources had three 

critical impacts on an organization. The first impact was how the environment 

impacted the organization, and that focused on how the environment could control the 

organization if the environment had the power to allocate resources. As such, they 

posited the organization would modify its processes and policies to meet the demands 

of the environment. Bess and Dee (2012) explained this approach would make 

securing resources easier. In higher education, this could entail offering specific 

partnerships community leadership supported to make it easier to gain support for new 

buildings and equipment or partnering with legislators to provide programs of interest 

to the state to make it easier to secure additional financial support.  

Another impact that Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) discussed in RDT was that 

organizations would take on additional efforts to overcome challenges that existed in 

their environment. They explained these efforts helped organizations have regular 

access to resources, and therefore served to reduce uncertainty. Bess and Dee (2012) 

explained these efforts could include creating processes and systems that focused 

solely on mitigating the environmental obstacles that impacted resource acquisition. In 

higher education, this might involve hiring a lobbying team to advocate for resources 

in a legislative session or creating an office to secure resources from external grant 

partnerships.  
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The final impact that Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) discussed was that 

environmental pressures could impact both an organization’s culture and how the 

organization was structured internally. As organizations focus regularly on the 

environment to secure resources, this pressure for resources could become part of the 

cultural fabric of the organization (Bess & Dee, 2012). The environment could also 

impact internal structures, as those structures and systems that were used to secure 

resources would receive more power within the organization and might be placed 

closer to leadership in organizational charts (Bess & Dee, 2012). In higher education, 

this could mean that a struggle for funding with the external environment leads to a 

culture of frugality to ensure dollars were well-spent. Additionally, it could mean that 

offices who could help secure funding, like grant offices or advancement offices, 

receive more prestige in the organizational structure because of their resource 

acquisition efforts.  

 Previous studies have examined how a dependence on resources could impact 

higher education (e.g., Ortagus & Yang, 2017; Powell & Ray, 2015). Ortagus and 

Yang (2017) analyzed state funding in the 1990s and 2000s and suggested state 

legislators were more likely to keep funding in other areas of state budgets because, in 

their view, higher education had access to another resource for funding in student 

tuition. They argued RDT in higher education might be framed as a battle to survive, 

and successful institutions continually focused on securing new resources. Meanwhile, 

Powell and Rey (2015) noted that RDT offered colleges and universities two 

fundamental options to acquire resources. They could either adapt to fit the 
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environment, making it easier to secure resources. Another option was they could 

change the environment, so those resources were no longer critical. For example, 

adapting to fit the environment might include focusing on essential programs that were 

a priority to external constituents. Changing the environment could consider new 

sources of resources that have previously been underutilized. 

This theory is of particular interest because acquiring resources is likely to 

continue to be a struggle for colleges and universities. Powell and Rey (2015) noted 

that colleges and universities who regularly need specific resources are likely to 

institutionalize processes and procedures to secure them. This could be achieved 

through special offices and teams working solely to secure resources for the university 

(Powell & Rey, 2015). It is also worth understanding how RDT integrates with the 

unique culture at each university. Driskill (2016) conducted a case study at one 

university in Tennessee and found the university could balance its cultural elements 

with its dependency on resources by keeping both at the forefront of conversations 

with faculty and staff. He found that faculty and staff considered the impact on 

resources with each decision they made. Still, they were empowered to make the right 

decision for the university, even if resources could be impacted (Driskill, 2016). This 

balance suggests that RDT has merit in this study, as marketing efforts should also be 

specifically tailored to capitalize on each institution’s culture and uniqueness.   

Understanding RDT can help frame the study about marketing efforts ahead of 

the enrollment cliff. If enrollments shrink, institutions will have to reevaluate their 

strategies to secure additional resources. Therefore, it is plausible that marketing 



Texas Tech University, Carrie Phillips, May 2022 

 67 

efforts could help organizations dependent on external resources, acquire new 

resources, and help reduce some of the uncertainty that may exist during this time.  

Summary 

 After reviewing the literature on higher education institutions, prior 

enrollment declines, and university marketing efforts, it is clear that colleges and 

universities have much work to do ahead of the enrollment cliff. Marketing officers 

and university leadership must continue to address declines in enrollment and 

changing student demographics to ensure colleges and universities remain successful. 

A possible solution is for colleges and universities to employ enhanced marketing 

practices to mitigate some of the declines in enrollment that are anticipated. Previous 

research on how colleges and universities prepared for enrollment declines in the 

1980s suggests that counter moves, such as embracing marketing, are crucial for 

institutions to overcome these impending challenges.   

The study’s theoretical framework allows for examining the enrollment cliff 

and the possible impact of marketing through the lens of RDT. Such an approach may 

provide additional learnings about how a dependence on resources impacts an 

institution’s actions, and these learnings may be applied to gain further insights 

regarding the enrollment cliff. The researcher’s goal is to utilize the study’s findings to 

help institutions throughout the U.S. prepare for the enrollment cliff. 

Chapter III will discuss the methodology and research design of this study.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

 Chapter III describes the methodology and the research design that guided this 

study. The following sections are presented in this chapter: 1) restatement of the 

purpose of the study, 2) restatement of the research questions, 3) research design, 4) 

data collection, 5) data analysis, 6) trustworthiness of the study, 7) context of the study 

and the researcher, and 8) summary. 

Restatement of the Purpose of the Study  

The purpose of this qualitative collective case study was to explore how chief 

marketing officers at regional public universities in the Southeast United States (U.S.) 

were preparing for the impending enrollment cliff that is predicted to affect higher 

education organizations between 2025-2037. Of specific interest in this study were 

what strategies chief marketing officers and their marketing departments were using to 

prepare for the enrollment cliff, the challenges and opportunities identified that 

marketing departments could address, and their recommendations for how colleges 

and universities could leverage their marketing departments to help address this 

impending enrollment crisis. For the purposes of this study, the enrollment cliff is 

defined as the prediction that there will be approximately 400,000 fewer college-age 

students in the U.S., beginning in 2025 and extending through 2037 (Bransberger et 

al., 2020). By describing how university marketing officers were preparing for the 

enrollment cliff, this research may help marketing departments and colleges and 
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universities better understand how to leverage marketing as an avenue to prepare for 

times of crisis, such as a downturn in students.  

Restatement of the Research Questions 

The following four research questions guided the study:  

1. What do chief marketing officers at regional public universities identify as 

their office’s role in marketing their institution? 

2. What do chief marketing officers at regional public universities perceive 

are the biggest challenges universities face in preparing for the enrollment 

cliff?  

3. What do chief marketing officers at regional public universities perceive 

are the most critical ways marketing strategies can be used to address 

predicted enrollment declines? 

4. What do chief marketing officers at regional public universities 

recommend as best practices within marketing for addressing predicted 

enrollment declines?   

Research Design 

Research designs refer to the inquiry that exists within qualitative, quantitative, 

and mixed-methods approaches, and each inquiry method provides specific direction for 

procedures to be followed in a research study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Qualitative 

research employs a more subjective approach that attempts to make sense of phenomena 

to understand the meanings people bring to them (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Quantitative research is focused on the systemic investigation of a phenomenon by 
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gathering data that is quantifiable and then analyzing it in various ways for new learnings 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Finally, mixed-methods research utilizes qualitative and 

quantitative approaches to understand a particular phenomenon (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2011).   

The methodology used to conduct this study was qualitative. Qualitative 

research is designed to explore and understand the meanings that individuals or groups 

ascribe to a social or human problem (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This type of study 

attempts to “make sense of or interpret phenomena” regarding the meanings people 

bring to them (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 7). There are several benefits to qualitative 

research that made it a preferred methodology for this study. Qualitative research is 

concerned with an inductive style that focuses on understanding and meaning 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This methodology allows the researcher to obtain 

information from various participants and multiple data sources that can be analyzed 

to bring about new meaning and understanding (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In a study of 

how chief marketing officers were preparing for the enrollment cliff, numerous 

experiences were needed to develop new insights to address this problem.  

Another advantage of qualitative research is that it offers the ability to make 

comparisons and discover meaningful patterns and trends (Patton, 2015). Analyzing 

the similarities and differences of a problem from different perspectives can help 

develop a deeper understanding (Patton, 2015). Comparing the diverse perceptions 

and experiences of chief marketing officers helps develop a thorough understanding 

that may result in new insights. 
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A final advantage of qualitative research is the iterative and fluid nature of the 

process (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This research methodology allows the flexibility 

to go where the data leads to gain new understandings and learnings that may not have 

been initially planned but emerged during the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2011). To assess whether marketing might offer a solution in overcoming 

the enrollment cliff, flexibility is needed to explore topics that may not be initially 

considered but emerge during the study.  

Qualitative research aims to thoroughly understand participants’ perceptions to 

gain insights regarding culture, concepts, or events (Merriam, 2009). Creswell and 

Creswell (2018) explain that research paradigms can help a researcher make sense of 

participant perceptions to better understand a particular phenomenon being studied.   

Establishing the Paradigm 

A research paradigm is a “way of thinking about and making sense of the 

complexities of the real world” (Patton, 2015, p. 89). Guba and Lincoln (1994) add 

that paradigms help guide research by influencing what should be studied, how it 

should be studied, and how study results should be interpreted. Each research 

paradigm comes with its assumptions on critical topics, including the nature of reality 

and knowledge, the distance of the researcher in the study, the role of values and 

biases in the study, and the process of research (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011; Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  

There are five fundamental paradigms that guide qualitative research (Creswell 

& Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). The first is 
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postpositivism, which is focused on a logical and methodical approach to making the 

most concrete determination about causes and outcomes as possible (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Poth, 2018). The second paradigm is social constructivist, 

where researchers seek to better understand the world in which they live (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018). A transformative paradigm recognizes that knowledge is not neutral, and 

it seeks to understand the power and societal relationships that exist in society 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). The fourth paradigm is postmodernism, which is the notion 

that research studies should be viewed within the conditions of gender, race, class, and 

other subgroups (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The final paradigm, pragmatism, is focused 

on practical outcomes and analysis of the problem being studied, as opposed to a focus 

on methods employed in the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

The constructivist paradigm was the lens through which the study was 

conducted because it is defined by a need to understand the world and experiences 

from the participants’ view (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Through this, researchers can 

construct new learnings and outcomes by hearing about the problem from those 

regularly experiencing it (Patton, 2015). This ability to experience the world through 

the participants’ lenses differentiates constructivism from other paradigms (Creswell 

& Poth, 2018). In studying how chief marketing officers were preparing for the 

enrollment cliff, it was critical to hear the problem, the opportunities, and the 

challenges through the participants’ lenses to fully understand the problem and explore 

possible solutions.  
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The constructivist paradigm also supports the notion of multiple realities 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). The constructivist paradigm does not discredit that 

different perspectives among participants will exist (Patton, 2015). Instead, multiple 

perspectives add relevance to a study, emphasizing that each participant’s lived 

experience is unique (Patton, 2015). A central aspect that differentiates the 

constructivist paradigm from other paradigms is the co-creation of findings that result 

from merging multiple perspectives (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Additionally, the 

constructivist paradigm allows the opportunity to study where people live and work to 

understand how those settings may impact their perceptions (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

This paradigm was preferred for this study because interacting with multiple chief 

marketing officers yielded various perceptions of the problem and how to address it. 

Additionally, this paradigm honors the individual perspectives for the insight and 

meaning they bring in understanding the problem.   

The constructivist paradigm embraces a literary style of writing, and this 

writing style helps bring together emerging ideas and multiple perspectives from study 

participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The paradigm supports an inductive method of 

analysis to develop new ideas after obtaining insight from multiple data sources, 

including interviews and document analysis. 

Type of Study   

There are multiple approaches to inquiry that can be considered within 

qualitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Patton; 2015). 

Denzin and Lincoln (2011) note that a strategy of inquiry refers to the “skills, 
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assumptions, and practices that researchers employ as they move from their paradigm 

into the empirical world” (p. 14). Strategies of inquiry can also help connect the 

researcher to specific data collection methods (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). There are 

five main approaches to inquiry within qualitative research, including narrative 

research, phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnographic research, and case study 

research (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Patton, 2015). In narrative 

research, the researcher studies individuals’ lives and engages multiple individuals in 

telling stories of their lives (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

Phenomenology is a strategy that seeks to find shared meaning among the 

lived experiences of individuals regarding a specific phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 

2018). Grounded theory aims to discover a construct or theory that may exist by 

systemically analyzing data gathered (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Ethnography is when 

the researcher studies shared behavioral patterns of language and actions of a specific 

cultural group in their natural setting over time. Case study research is the final 

approach that occurs when “the investigator explores a real-life, contemporary 

bounded system (case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time through in-

depth, detailed data collection” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 96).  

The type of inquiry employed in this study was case study research. Case study 

research can utilize an individual case or multiple cases (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This 

study used multiple cases, referred to as a collective study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

An essential part of a successful case study is whether what is studied is limited by 

either time or place (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009). This concept is called bounding a case 
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study, and it helps to narrow the study to allow for in-depth learnings within a specific 

range of events (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Stake, 1995). The study was limited by 

location and institution type, as it only focused on one specific geographic region and 

one type of institution. Additionally, time also determined the study scope. Only what 

chief marketing officers were doing related to the enrollment cliff was explored, 

narrowing the scope to only recent and upcoming actions. Finally, Harris et al. (2017) 

suggested that bounding a case study can also happen based upon a particular activity. 

This study’s activities were limited to preparing for the enrollment cliff instead of all 

marketing activities that chief marketing officers may undertake. 

Collective case studies offer several advantages that made them a preferred 

form of inquiry for this study. The first strength of collective case study research is the 

ability to analyze patterns and trends among cases (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Comparing and contrasting differences in a collective case study could lead to new 

understandings that were not considered initially but emerged from the data (Patton, 

2015). The ability to systemically compare different perspectives from multiple cases 

helped in understanding nuances and minute differences and resulted in more 

informed understandings and recommendations for institutions to prepare for the 

enrollment cliff.  

Another benefit of a collective case study is the depth of the findings (Creswell 

& Poth, 2018). By conducting multiple interviews, analyzing documents, and 

observing situations from different cases, an in-depth understanding from various 

perspectives of the problem being studied can be gained (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). 
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Such differing viewpoints can help in fully exploring the cases and considering 

aspects that might not have initially been considered (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In 

studying how marketing officers were preparing for the enrollment cliff, such a deep 

understanding of the problem from varying perspectives was needed to examine 

whether marketing can provide a solution. 

The third advantage of collective case study research is its increased flexibility 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). In a case study, there is flexibility to probe on additional 

topics that may arise, allowing discoveries to be integrated into research. The research 

is fluid, which allows for a more complete picture of the problem being studied 

because there are not pre-determined evaluation criteria. This is critical in a collective 

case study because discussions that emerge in interviews from one case can be used to 

better inform interviews in a different case, allowing for increased learnings and 

understandings (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In a study looking at the enrollment cliff, the 

flexibility to explore new topics that emerged was critical to have a holistic 

understanding of the problem and possible solutions. 

A final benefit of case study research is the practical value it offers (Patton, 

2015). In case study research, the findings may provide tangible recommendations and 

solutions that can be employed by others facing similar challenges to those in the 

study (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Patton, 2015). This becomes more apparent in 

collective case studies because if the findings are consistent among multiple cases, it 

increases the likelihood the findings may be transferable to other situations (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011). When considering how institutions are preparing for the enrollment 
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cliff, the findings will likely be of interest to other marketing officers and university 

leaders, hoping to glean strategies that could be employed. This practical nature of 

case study research sets it apart from other inquiry types (Patton, 2015).  

Study Settings 

 An important aspect of qualitative research is the study environment. In 

qualitative research, data is gathered in the natural environment where participants 

experience the problem being studied (Creswell & Poth, 2018). By studying the issue 

and engaging with participants in a natural setting, the environment and context about 

the environment can be understood, leading to more informed findings (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011). Honoring the natural setting’s importance, this study was conducted at 

15 regional public universities in the Southeast U.S. 

 Data from the Integrated Postsecondary Education System (IPEDS) was 

utilized to determine which institutions were considered regional public universities in 

the Southeast U.S. Using the IPEDS geographic groups, the Southeast U.S. is defined 

as Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North 

Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, and West Virginia (National Center for 

Education Statistics [NCES], 2018a). Additionally, the institutions were narrowed by 

whether they are a public or private source of control. This study only included public 

institutions. Finally, institutions were narrowed by their Carnegie Classification listed 

in IPEDS, and institutions are defined as Master’s Colleges and Universities – Small 

Programs, Master’s Colleges and Universities – Medium Programs, Master’s Colleges 

and Universities – Larger Programs, Doctoral/Professional Universities, Doctoral 
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Universities – High Research Activity (NCES, 2018a, para. 2). The Carnegie 

Classification is a framework to group like institutions together for research (NCES, 

2018a). Institutions classified at the master’s level award at least 50 master’s degrees 

and less than 20 doctoral degrees (Indiana University, 2018). Institutions classified at 

the doctoral level award at least 20 doctoral degrees but do not have large numbers of 

faculty conducting research or do not have major campus research centers (Indiana 

University, 2018). The profiles of the institutions are provided below. 

University A 

University A is a regional public university and had approximately 18,000 

students during the 2020-21 academic year (NCES, 2020a). The campus primarily 

served undergraduate students and had an undergraduate enrollment of about 15,000 

students. Of those, 77% were enrolled in courses full-time, while 26% took classes 

part-time. The majority of undergraduate students took some courses online (68%), 

while 14% of students enrolled solely in distance courses. The student population was 

39% male and 61% female. The student population’s ethnicities were 78% White, 9% 

Black, 5% Hispanic, 3% Asian, 4% multi-race, and 1% other. The university is 

classified using the Carnegie Classification System as a Doctoral/Professional 

University. The university offered degrees at the associate, bachelor, master, and 

doctoral levels. Additionally, certifications were available within one year of study, at 

the post-bachelor’s level, and at the post-master’s level.  
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University B 

University B is a regional public university and had about 18,000 students 

enrolled during the 2020-21 academic year (NCES, 2020a). The campus 

undergraduate population was approximately 15,000 students. A total of 82% of 

undergraduate students enrolled in courses full-time, while 18% took classes part-

time. Over half of undergraduates (70%) took some distance courses, while 27% were 

enrolled solely in distance education. The student population was 36% male and 64% 

female. The student population’s ethnicities were 78% White, 5% Black, 8% Hispanic, 

2% Asian, 4% multi-race, and 3% other. Using the Carnegie Classification System, 

University B is considered a Doctoral University – High Research Activity. The 

university offered degrees at the bachelor, master, and doctoral levels. University B 

also offered certifications at the post-bachelor’s level and at the post-master’s level.  

University C 

University C is a regional public university with a student enrollment of about 

11,000 and an undergraduate population of approximately 10,000 students during the 

2020-21 academic year (NCES, 2020a). A total of 60% of undergraduates were taking 

courses full-time, while 40% were part-time students. Nearly half of undergraduates 

(45%) were enrolled in some distance courses, and nearly half (46%) were solely 

distance students. University C’s student population was 29% male and 71% female. 

The students’ ethnicities were 56% White, 27% Black, 6% Hispanic, 1% Asian, 5% 

multi-race, and 5% other. The Carnegie Classification System classifies University C 

as a Master’s Colleges and Universities – Larger Programs. The university offered 
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degrees at the associate, bachelor, master, and doctoral levels. Additionally, 

certifications were available within one year of study, at the post-bachelor’s level, and 

at the post-master’s level.  

University D 

University D is a regional public university and had a total enrollment of 

approximately 10,000 students during the 2020-21 academic year (NCES, 2020a). The 

undergraduate population was about 9,000 students. Most undergraduate students 

(68%) were enrolled full-time, while 32% were part-time students. Most 

undergraduates (56%) took some distance courses, while 22% of undergraduates 

enrolled in only distance courses, and 22% of undergraduates took no distance 

courses. University D’s population was 39% male and 61% female. The students’ 

ethnicities at University D were 58% White, 20% Black, 9% Hispanic, 2% Asian, 7% 

multi-race, and 4% other. Based on the Carnegie Classification System, University D 

is a Master’s Colleges and Universities – Larger Programs. The university offered 

degrees at the associate, bachelor, master, and doctoral levels. Students could also earn 

certificates at the post-bachelor’s level and at the post-master’s level.  

University E 

University E is a regional public university and had a total enrollment of 

approximately 12,000 students and an undergraduate population of about 10,000 

students during the 2020-21 academic year (NCES, 2020a). A total of 83% of students 

were enrolled full-time, and 17% took part-time courses. The majority (60%) of 

undergraduates enrolled in some distance courses. Another 20% of undergraduates 
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took no distance courses, while 20% were solely distance students. University E’s 

student population was 45% male and 55% female. The students’ ethnicities were 78% 

White, 5% Black, 8% Hispanic, 1% Asian, 3% multi-race, and 5% other. According to 

the Carnegie Classification System, University E is classified as a Master’s Colleges 

and Universities – Larger Programs. The university offered degrees at the associate, 

bachelor, master, and doctoral levels. Additionally, certifications were available at the 

post-bachelor’s level and at the post-master’s level. 

University F 

University F is a regional public university and had a total student population 

of approximately 13,000 during the 2020-21 academic year (NCES, 2020a). There 

were about 10,000 undergraduate students at University F. Approximately 68% of 

undergraduate students were enrolled full-time, while another 32% were part-time 

students. The majority of undergraduate students were distance students, while another 

43% of undergraduate students enrolled in some distance courses. The student 

population at University F was 42% male and 58% female. The student ethnicities 

were 65% White, 11% Black, 10% Hispanic, 4% Asian, 6% multi-race, and 4% other. 

University F is classified as a Master’s Colleges and Universities – Larger Programs 

under the Carnegie Classification System. University F offered degrees at the 

associate, bachelor, master, and doctoral levels. Additionally, certifications at the post-

master’s level were offered. 
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University G 

University G is a regional public university and had a total enrollment of 

approximately 7,000 students and an undergraduate student population of about 6,000 

students during the 2020-21 academic year (NCES, 2020a). Most undergraduate 

students (73%) enrolled full-time, while 27% were part-time students. A total of 63% 

of undergraduate students took some online courses, while 24% of undergraduates 

enrolled solely in online courses. Another 13% of undergraduate students took no 

online courses. University G’s student population was 39% male and 61% female. The 

student ethnicities at University G were 79% White, 13% Black, 3% Hispanic, 1% 

Asian, 3% multi-race, and 1% other. Based upon the Carnegie Classification System, 

University G is classified as a Master’s Colleges and Universities – Small Programs. 

The university offered degrees at the bachelor and master levels, while certifications 

were available within the first year of study.   

University H 

University H is a regional public university and had approximately 9,000 

students during the 2020-21 academic year (NCES, 2020a). Of those, about 7,000 

students were undergraduates. About 66% of undergraduate students enrolled full-

time, with another 34% taking courses part-time. At University H, 52% of 

undergraduate students took some distance courses, while another 31% of 

undergraduate students were not enrolled as distance students. The student population 

at University H was 35% male and 65% female. The ethnicities of the student 

population at University H were 62% White, 23% Black, 3% Hispanic, 2% Asian, 3% 
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multi-race, and 7% other. University H is classified as a Doctoral/Professional 

University according to the Carnegie Classification System. The university offered 

degrees at the associate, bachelor, master, and doctoral levels. Certifications could be 

obtained at the post-bachelor’s and the post-master’s level.  

University I 

University I is a regional public university with a total enrollment of about 

8,000 students and an undergraduate population of about 7,000 students during the 

2020-21 academic year (NCES, 2020a). Most of University I’s undergraduate students 

(68%) were enrolled full-time, but another 32% took courses part-time. The majority 

of undergraduate students (63%) enrolled in some distance courses, while 22% of 

University I’s undergraduate students enrolled fully in distance courses. Additionally, 

10% of undergraduates took no distance courses. University I’s student population 

was 39% male and 61% female. The student ethnicities at University I were 46% 

White, 39% Black, 7% Hispanic, 3% Asian, 4% multi-race, and 1% other. Based on 

the Carnegie Classification System, University I is considered a Master’s Colleges and 

Universities – Larger Programs. The university offered degrees at the associate, 

bachelor, master, and doctoral levels. University I also offered certifications for 

students after less than one year of study, at the post-bachelor’s level, and at the post-

master’s level. 

University J 

University J is a regional public university with approximately 3,000 students 

during the 2020-21 academic year (NCES, 2020a). The total undergraduate enrollment 
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was also about 3,000 students. A total of 79% of undergraduates were enrolled full-

time, while another 11% of undergraduates were part-time students. Most 

undergraduates at University J (79%) took some distance courses. Approximately 10% 

of undergraduate students took no distance courses, while 10% of undergraduate 

students enrolled solely as distance students. The student population at University J 

was 44% male and 56% female. The student ethnicities at University J were 63% 

White, 19% Black, 7% Hispanic, 2% Asian, 7% multi-race, and 2% other. Based on 

the Carnegie Classification System, University J is classified as a Master’s Colleges 

and Universities – Medium Programs. The university offered degrees at the associate, 

bachelor, and master levels. Additionally, there were certifications available after less 

than one year of study, at the post-bachelor’s level, and at the post-master’s level.  

University K 

University K is a regional public university and had about 4,000 students 

during the 2020-21 academic year, and University K also had an undergraduate 

student population of approximately 4,000 as well (NCES, 2020a). Most of University 

K’s undergraduate students (86%) were enrolled full-time, and another 14% took 

courses part-time. The majority (72%) of undergraduate students took some distance 

courses, while 25% of University K’s undergraduate students enrolled solely in 

distance courses. University K’s student population was 35% male and 65% female. 

The student ethnicities at University K were 68% White, 8% Black, 11% Hispanic, 

4% Asian, 5% multi-race, and 4% other. University K is classified as a Master’s 

Colleges and Universities – Medium Programs based on the Carnegie Classification 
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System. The university offered degrees at the degrees at the bachelor and master 

levels. Additionally, certifications were offered after less than one year of study and at 

the post-bachelor’s level.  

University L 

University L is a regional public university and had a total enrollment of about 

5,000 students and an undergraduate population of approximately 5,000 students as 

well during the 2020-21 academic year (NCES, 2020a). Most of University L’s 

undergraduate students (90%) were enrolled full-time, and another 10% were part-

time students. The majority of undergraduate students (81%) enrolled in some distance 

courses, while 14% of undergraduate students were not enrolled in distance courses. 

University L’s student population was 35% male and 65% female. The ethnicities of 

the student population were 1% White, 90% Black, 1% Hispanic, 0% Asian, 2% 

multi-race, and 6% other. According to the Carnegie Classification System, University 

L is classified as a Master’s Colleges and Universities – Larger Programs. The 

university offered degrees at the bachelor, master, and doctoral levels. University L 

students could earn certifications after less than one year of study, after less than two 

years of study, and at the post-master’s level.  

University M 

University M is a regional public university and had a total enrollment of 

approximately 17,000 students and an undergraduate enrollment of about 15,000 

students during the 2020-21 academic year (NCES, 2020a). Most of University M’s 

undergraduate students (77%) were enrolled full-time, while 26% took courses part-
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time. The majority of undergraduate students (55%) took fully online courses, while 

another 43% of undergraduate students enrolled in some online courses. The student 

population at University M was 43% male and 57% female. Student ethnicities were 

62% White, 10% Black, 15% Hispanic, 6% Asian, 5% multi-race, and 2% other. 

University M is considered a Doctoral/Professional University based on the Carnegie 

Classification System. The university offered degrees at the associate, bachelor, 

master, and doctoral levels. Additionally, students earned certifications within one 

year of study, at the post-bachelor’s level, and at the post-master’s level.  

University N 

University N is a regional public university and had a total enrollment of 

approximately 22,000 students and an undergraduate population of about 19,000 

students during the 2020-21 academic year (NCES, 2020a). Most of University N’s 

undergraduate students (81%) were full-time students, and another 19% were enrolled 

part-time. Most undergraduate students (49%) took some distance courses, while 

another 45% of undergraduate students enrolled in no distance classes. University N’s 

student population was 46% male and 54% female. The student ethnicities at 

University N were 65% White, 18% Black, 7% Hispanic, 4% Asian, 4% multi-race, 

and 2% other. Based on the Carnegie Classification System, University N is classified 

as a Doctoral/Professional University. The university offered degrees at the bachelor, 

master, and doctoral levels. Students could earn certifications within one year of study, 

at the post-bachelor’s level, and at the post-master’s level.   
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University O 

University O is a regional public university and had a total enrollment of 

approximately 11,000 students and an undergraduate population of about 10,000 

students during the 2020-21 academic year (NCES, 2020a). About 78% of University 

O’s undergraduate students were full-time students, and approximately 22% were part-

time students. The majority (54%) of undergraduate students took some distance 

courses, while 39% were enrolled in no distance classes. University O’s student 

population was 52% male and 48% female. University O student ethnicities were 72% 

White, 11% Black, 4% Hispanic, 1% Asian, 3% multi-race, and 9% other. According 

to the Carnegie Classification System, University O is considered a Doctoral 

University – High Research Activity. University O offered degrees at the associate, 

bachelor, master, and doctoral levels. Additionally, students earned certifications 

within one year of study, within two years of study, at the post-bachelor’s level, and at 

the post-master’s level.  

Participants and Sampling 

Participants for this study were chief marketing officers. The inclusion criteria 

for the participants were they must be a chief marketing officer at one of the study 

institutions, have worked at that university for at least one year, and were familiar with 

the institution’s marketing efforts. These criteria were chosen to ensure that 

participants had a strong familiarity with their respective institutions’ marketing 

activities, and they were best informed to help answer the study’s research questions. 

Sampling was used to select the participants.  
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Sampling is the process of selecting a smaller group of individuals from a 

defined population to be included in a research study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Sampling in qualitative research aims to identify and recruit participants who provide 

detailed information about the phenomenon or concept being explored in the study 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Additionally, sampling seeks to gain in-depth 

understandings from a few people because “the larger the number of people, the less 

detail that can typically emerge” from individual participants (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2011, p. 176). Common sampling procedures include random sampling, which 

involves a large number of individuals who are representative of the population or 

who make up a specific population segment (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Another 

common sampling technique is nonprobalistic sampling, which involves selecting 

participants who are available and can be easily studied (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Finally, a purposeful sample is one where participants are carefully chosen for their 

understanding of the concepts being studied (Palinkas et al., 2015).  

A purposeful sample was best for this study because it allowed for the 

recruitment of participants who have experience with the key concepts being studied 

(Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011). Additionally, Creswell & Poth (2018) offer that a 

purposeful sample allows researchers to select participants they perceive will best help 

them answer the research questions being asked. Chief marketing officers were the 

best sources to understand how universities may utilize marketing efforts to overcome 

the enrollment cliff. Additionally, these participants provided insight into their 

perceptions of what strategies might be best suited for overcoming the enrollment cliff 
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and what barriers may exist for utilizing marketing as a potential solution to the 

enrollment cliff.  

Creswell and Creswell (2018) note that 12 participants would be ideal for 

collective case study research. The total number of participants chosen for this study 

was 15. The reason for choosing 15 participants was that if participants dropped out, 

the overall sample was still acceptable, and additional responses did not have to be 

secured. Creswell and Creswell (2018) note that oversampling is one strategy to avoid 

sample issues in a qualitative study.  

Data Collection 

Data collection is the systemic approach to gather information to address the 

research questions being asked in a study, and the collection efforts employed depend 

on the type of study being conducted (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). In qualitative 

research, the researcher’s lens is the primary data collection instrument through which 

the study is developed (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Several kinds of qualitative data can 

be collected during a study including interviews, observations, documents, field notes, 

and a reflexive journal (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Interviews involve asking questions 

to elicit in-depth responses about people’s experiences, perceptions, and knowledge 

(King et al., 2018; Patton, 2015). Observations involve documenting the human 

experience in events, interactions, or processes (Patton, 2015). Document analysis 

involves collecting materials to be analyzed for further understanding (Patton, 2015). 

Bowen (2009) argues that document analysis helps provide context for the cases being 

studied and may support themes that arise during interviews. Field notes involve the 
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detailed observational notes taken during the interview (Creswell & Poth, 2018). A 

reflexive journal is a personal document the researcher keeps throughout the research 

process where thoughts and perceptions of the study are written down (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). The data collection tools utilized in this study were the researcher’s lens, 

semi-structured interviews, documents, field notes, and a reflexive journal. 

The interviews with chief marketing officers were semi-structured interviews. 

Semi-structured interviews utilize pre-determined questions but offer the ability to add 

or omit items throughout the interview (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The design provides 

the flexibility to probe deeper into topics that may emerge throughout the interview 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Poth, 2018). Individual interviews were 

planned instead of focus groups, a meeting of participants in a small group setting to 

discuss their perceptions and opinions on a topic, to accommodate the participants’ 

diverse schedules (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Additionally, individual interviews 

allow for in-depth dialogue on a particular topic (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Finally, the 

interviews were conducted utilizing video conferencing technology.  

Before conducting the interviews, an interview protocol was created to guide 

the interview process. An interview protocol allows for the ability to explain the 

interview process to participants, to focus the interview, to offer insight about what 

data will be collected, to share how data will be reviewed, and to explain what 

participants can expect during the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Patton, 2015). 

Additionally, interview protocols help create consistency across interviews by 

ensuring each participant receives similar instructions and questions (Creswell & Poth, 
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2018). The interview protocol included 15 questions to address how chief marketing 

officers at regional public universities in the Southeast U.S. were preparing for the 

enrollment cliff.  

The study addressed four research questions, and each question asked in the 

interviews were mapped to one of the research questions. Patton (2015) noted this 

helps ensure focus on the most critical aspects and prevents wasting time by asking for 

unnecessary information. Additionally, all questions were open-ended to allow 

participants to discuss their perspectives about challenges and strategies in preparing 

for the enrollment cliff. Lincoln and Guba (1985) note that open-ended questions are 

vital because they allow participants to share personal experiences regarding the topic 

studied. Additionally, open-ended questions enable the flexibility to probe deeper on 

topics if needed and employ member checking to ensure that the information was 

understood as intended (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Each of the 15 interviews lasted 

about one hour.   

During each interview, field notes were taken, which are written descriptions 

of the interview setting, participant behaviors, and any activities occurring during the 

interview (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Field notes help ensure the study environment’s 

context is recorded, including the researcher’s thoughts, which can assist in writing a 

rich, thick description of the study setting and study participants (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). An additional advantage of employing field notes is they can provide a backup 

should recording technology fail (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 
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Documents were also analyzed to understand how chief marketing officers 

were preparing for the enrollment cliff. Creswell and Creswell (2018) note various 

documents can be analyzed during qualitative research, including emails, minutes of 

meetings, brochures, and official reports. Documents are used in qualitative studies to 

support the findings of interviews and observations but are not usually utilized to 

develop new meaning and insight (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Per this understanding, the 

document analysis was conducted after the semi-structured interviews to support 

interview findings. Creswell and Poth (2018) noted that a possible challenge of 

utilizing document analysis involves locating the documents and acquiring permission 

to use them. After conducting each interview, each participant was asked if they had 

documents they would be willing to share. If a participant did not provide documents, 

the Internet was used to locate one on their university’s website. Documents that were 

solicited included brand pillars, marketing budgets, marketing strategy documents, 

marketing plans, and emails.  

A final data collection tool utilized was a reflexive journal. Patton (2015) 

explains that a reflective journal is a document that chronicles the researcher’s 

reactions and perceptions to data that emerges in the study. A reflective journal allows 

for monitoring of any personal bias that may exist during the research and ensures it 

does not unduly influence the study findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

An essential part of data collection is developing a plan to ensure only the 

researcher can access the data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The semi-structured 

interviews were recorded utilizing Cisco Webex video conferencing technology and a 
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backup recording device, an iPhone 12 Pro. Upon completing each interview, both 

interview files were uploaded to a password-protected Dropbox account that only the 

researcher could access. Additionally, the files were deleted from each recording 

device to ensure they were not inadvertently accessed by someone else.  

Data Analysis 

Data analysis is the process of “systematically applying statistical and or logic 

techniques, to describe and illustrate, condense and recap, and evaluate data” (Office 

of Research Integrity, n.d., para. 1). While the analysis format depends on the research 

design, data analysis aims to discover new understandings by drawing inferences from 

the data and finding patterns that may exist (Savenye & Robinson, 2005). Data 

analysis involves “creativity, intellectual discipline, analytical rigor, and a great deal 

of hard work” to successfully sort and organize the data into meaningful ways (Patton, 

2015, p. 529). The process involves many steps, including preparing and organizing 

data, reducing the data into key themes, and then representing the data in a meaningful 

and useful way (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This inductive process involves organizing 

data into categories and themes based on the research questions (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). To analyze the data for critical findings, the data analysis spiral described by 

Creswell and Poth (2018) was utilized. It includes five stages of data analysis that 

occur after data is collected.  

The first stage is managing and organizing data to be utilized for in-depth data 

analysis (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This involved creating a unique file structure for 

each type of data. For example, each interview was named by the data type, the 
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participant’s pseudonym, and then a number to denote additional analysis. Using this 

structure, the first interview transcript was named InterviewPseudonym1, and a second 

copy of the same transcript was named InterviewPseudonym2. Creswell and Creswell 

(2018) explained that it is essential to develop a consistent naming structure that 

allows for a new file name each time a piece of data is analyzed. 

The second stage that Creswell and Poth (2018) discussed is reading the 

transcripts and documents for emerging ideas. Agar (1980) suggested that researchers 

read each transcript several times, writing notes and memos in the transcripts’ margins 

while reading. Additionally, Erlandson et al. (1993) suggested utilizing an emergent 

category designation, which involves reading to discover themes that emerge instead 

of having pre-determined themes in mind. They indicated the first unit of data should 

be read for critical themes. When reading the next unit of data, the researcher should 

see if the themes remain the same or if new themes emerge. Additionally, Rossman 

and Rallis (2003) articulated the importance of allowing time between each reading to 

ensure the data had time to “incubate” because this helps to capture all themes that 

may exist (p. 281). Utilizing this approach, each unit of data was read, and memos 

were created about the themes that emerged. Then, there was at least a two-day delay 

after reviewing a piece of data before reviewing it again. Finally, memos for each 

piece of data were noted using the comment feature in Microsoft Word or Adobe 

Acrobat to mark each specific data unit with the appropriate comment. 

The third stage in the data analysis spiral is developing codes to describe the 

themes (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Open coding was used to create codes to analyze the 
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data. Open coding involves creating labels that summarize themes that naturally occur 

in the data (Given, 2008). The coding process occurred using a spreadsheet in 

Microsoft Excel, and each line of data that corresponded to a memo, category, or 

keyword was given an initial code and mapped to a research question. After reviewing 

the data several times, the coding spreadsheet was examined to see if some codes were 

used more than others, if codes need to be expanded, if codes need to be refined or 

removed, and what is missing from the codes (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). After 

completing this process, the codes were grouped into larger themes using axial coding. 

Axial coding involves reviewing the data and looking for connections between data 

that allows grouping of data into major constructs or themes (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  

The fourth stage of the data analysis spiral involves developing and assessing 

interpretations (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Lincoln and Guba (1985) describe this phase 

of research as applying meaning to and discussing lessons from the data. Creswell and 

Poth (2018) note that data interpretation might also occur within a social construct or 

theoretical framework. In reviewing what chief marketing officers were doing to 

prepare for the enrollment cliff, the data was also assessed through the lens of resource 

dependence theory (RDT) to see if this framework provided additional insights. This 

phase of analysis involved reviewing the transcripts, documents, and reflexive journal 

and creating memos related to RDT. Following this, open and axial coding were 

conducted to determine emerging themes related to the theoretical framework.  

Representing the data is the final phase of the data analysis spiral, and this 

involves presenting the data in a way that can be easily understood (Creswell & Poth, 
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2018). During this phase, the initial findings are put into text form, but tables and 

charts may be needed to help clarify the results (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Creswell and 

Creswell (2018) suggested presenting the findings in a way that makes the most sense 

based on the study findings. For the current study, a narrative form organized by 

research question was preferred. When compiling the findings, an audit trail was 

developed to ensure dependability that the findings were driven by the views of the 

participants. During the final phase, member checking was also employed. Once an 

initial draft of the findings was completed, the findings were shared with participants 

to obtain feedback and suggestions to improve the data analysis (Creswell & Poth, 

2018). Additionally, a peer review with two colleagues at institutions similar to the 

selected institutions was employed. This strategy helped ensure findings were 

plausible for the research questions asked and helped ensure findings were not 

influenced by the researcher’s bias (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).   

Trustworthiness of the Study  

Trustworthiness is a critical component of qualitative research, and it is 

necessary to evaluate whether a study has merit (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Creswell and 

Poth (2018) note that one fundamental tenet of trustworthiness is validity. They argue 

validity is the “attempt to assess the accuracy of the findings as best described by the 

researcher, the participants, and the readers (or reviewers)” (p. 259). Brink (1993) also 

notes a valid study demonstrates what exists and that the instruments used measured 

what they were intended to measure. Another crucial tenet of trustworthiness is 

reliability. Seltiz et al. (1976) explains that reliability in qualitative research is focused 
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on the consistency, stability, and repeatability of the participants’ accounts and 

whether the investigator accurately collected and recorded information. Reliability 

also involves employing consistent practices in interacting with and analyzing the data 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Poth, 2018).  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) provided another perspective, claiming that 

trustworthiness in a study consisted of four tenets: credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability. They argued that intentional efforts for each tenet 

should be undertaken to ensure the trustworthiness of a study. This particular study 

employed multiple trustworthiness strategies. 

Credibility  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) note that credibility is concerned with the findings’ 

truth and whether they are internally accurate. A technique utilized to ensure 

credibility is member checking. Lincoln and Guba (1985) explain that member 

checking is one of the most effective methods for building credibility within a research 

study because it engages stakeholders in the process. For the current study, member 

checking was utilized in two ways. During the semi-structured interviews, 

participants’ responses were paraphrased, and participants were asked to confirm 

whether the meaning was understood accurately. This helped ensure the participants’ 

intent was correctly captured during the interview (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Additionally, upon completing the initial draft of the findings, participants reviewed 

the findings to assess the study’s accuracy and suggested changes to improve it. Stake 
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(1995) noted this approach allows participants to play a role in ensuring the study is 

credible.  

A second technique utilized to ensure credibility was engaging in triangulation. 

Triangulation involves using multiple perspectives to understand the accuracy of 

common themes that emerge and ensure the themes are not a result of researcher bias 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). The study utilized both source triangulation and methods 

triangulation. Source triangulation is concerned with the convergence of information 

through several interview sources (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Additionally, methods 

triangulation was utilized, which focuses on using multiple data collection methods to 

ascertain critical themes and findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Data in this study was 

collected through semi-structured interviews, field notes, documents, and a reflexive 

journal. Analyzing these data types against one another ensures that critical themes 

and learnings that emerge are not influenced by the researcher’s bias (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). A final credibility strategy utilized throughout the conduction of the 

study was reflexive journaling, which allows researchers to examine personal 

assumptions and personal bias in an effort to minimize their impact in the study 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Transferability 

Another critical element of trustworthiness is transferability, which is 

concerned with how the findings might be applied to other situations (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). By including written pieces from the participants’ interviews and field 

notes, specifically quotes and detailed descriptions, the findings helped provide 
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detailed additional contextual background (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). As such, this data 

provided the research audience and other researchers with an understanding of the 

study setting, allowing for modifications in their own inquiries.  

Dependability 

Study dependability is critical because it allows readers to assess whether the 

study is consistent and repeatable (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This was achieved through 

triangulation. Triangulation involves using multiple data sources and various data 

collection methods in a research study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Utilizing multiple 

data sources and multiple collection methods supports dependability by helping 

guarantee that data was collected consistently, lessening the chance that inaccurate or 

erroneous data would impact the study findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

A second technique utilized in this study to ensure dependability was an audit 

trail. An audit trail serves to document that specific actions, including interviews, 

occurred (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Silver and Lewins (2014) explain that audit trails 

offer an in-depth approach to illustrating that the findings are based upon the 

participants’ interviews. Merriam (2009) adds that an audit trail in a qualitive study 

“describes in detail how data were collected, how categories were derived and how 

decisions were made throughout the inquiry” (p. 223).  

Confirmability 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) explain that confirmability focuses on whether 

findings are driven by the participants and their experiences in the study. A technique 

to ensure confirmability used in this study was a peer review of several aspects of the 
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study. Creswell and Poth (2018) suggest a peer review of the interview transcripts, the 

emerging categories, the audit trail, and the findings. They claim reviewing these 

sections forces the researcher to think critically about the sections and address any 

assumptions or biases. After compiling the initial findings, these sections were sent to 

two marketing colleagues at two institutions, similar to those utilized in the study. 

These colleagues reviewed the sections to ensure the findings seemed plausible based 

upon the research questions and the redacted transcripts. Having an external audience 

review these particular sections helps ensure that possible pitfalls have been addressed 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

A reflexive journal was also used as a confirmability strategy. Reflexive 

journaling allows for the examination of assumptions, preconceptions, and values 

throughout each study phase (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). A reflexive journal helps the 

researcher understand and explore the role as the instrument through which the study 

is developed (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Using a reflexive 

journal helps minimize the likelihood that study findings are driven by the researcher’s 

bias (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Additional confirmability strategies utilized included the 

comparison of interviews, field notes, and documents through triangulation and 

member checking.   

Context of the Study and the Researcher 

Context of the Study  

 Constructivist qualitative research must take into account the role that context 

plays in a particular study. Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) noted this includes the 
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“specific contexts in which people live and work in order to understand the historical 

and cultural settings of the participants” (p. 8). The contexts for this study were 15 

regional public universities located in the Southeast U.S. All universities were 

classified by the Carnegie Classification System as Master’s Colleges and Universities 

– Small Programs, Master’s Colleges and Universities – Medium Programs, Master’s 

Colleges and Universities – Larger Programs, Doctoral/Professional Universities, or 

Doctoral Universities – High Research Activity (Indiana University, 2018). 

Additionally, the contexts for this study included 15 study participants who served in 

the role of chief marketing officer at one of the study institutions.   

Context of the Researcher 

The researcher plays an essential role in qualitative research because the 

researcher is the instrument through which the study is developed (Creswell & Poth, 

2018). Therefore, it is necessary to understand the researcher’s context to recognize 

how their perspective and frame of reference may impact the study. My journey in 

higher education began at birth. My father and uncle were both university professors, 

and both obtained terminal degrees. This was quite the accomplishment for the two 

men, given my grandfather only had a middle school education. I share this because it 

helps frame the context I experienced growing up, as it was expected that I would 

attend college. I have been exposed to higher education my entire life, so it is not 

surprising that I would work at a university or pursue a terminal degree.   

My undergraduate degree is in journalism from an institution in Arkansas, 

which is where my father taught. With a father on the faculty, I wanted the traditional 
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collegiate experience. I lived on campus, took part in activities, and joined a sorority. I 

distinctly remember seeing students who did not fit at the institution, students who 

struggled to survive in college, and students who were not ready to commit to 

attending college. Though I did not realize it then, these experiences laid the 

foundation for my passion for helping students find their place at a university, 

ultimately making a difference in their success.   

After graduating, I set out to change the world and took a job at a television 

station in another state. Corporate ownership dominated decisions, giving station 

employees little opportunity to make a difference in the community. After a year, I 

returned to Arkansas and enrolled in a graduate program at the same university. The 

program was a multi-media journalism program focused on new technologies, 

including digital video, social media, and storytelling. My thesis was a qualitative 

study focused on how television stations were changing in small and large markets 

across the U.S., something I had experienced working at a television station. This was 

my first research study, and I learned much about conducting research, setting up a 

study, and building a literature review. While stressful, I relished the ability to know a 

topic intimately through the literature and then adding to those understandings through 

new learnings.  

After earning my degree, the university had an opening for an assistant director 

of new media in the university’s marketing office. It was in this position that I began 

to realize how telling the university story helped change lives. My intrinsic need to 

make a difference was satisfied. Over time, I received several promotions and 
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eventually had the opportunity to lead the office. As the leader, I challenge my team to 

ensure the marketing work is authentic to the campus experience. By providing an 

authentic campus experience, students can decide if the university is the right fit. In a 

small sense, I am changing the world for those students, which I was drawn to a 

decade earlier at the television station.    

As I grew professionally, I joined a leadership program at the university. 

During the program’s self-assessment, I realized I was ready for a new challenge and 

wanted to pursue a terminal degree. Having spent 10 years in Arkansas and having 

two degrees from a regional public university in the state, I wanted a large university 

experience and wanted to attend an institution outside of Arkansas. I embraced the 

online Doctor of Education program at Texas Tech University because I knew it 

would provide varied experiences, new frames of reference, and new contacts to 

engage with as I learned about the profession. The coursework also challenged me to 

identify my passions and struggles as a higher education professional and explore how 

those could manifest in research.  

My core passion is making a difference through marketing to students, 

allowing them to decide if the university is the right fit. However, I face several 

challenges in doing this. The first is the pressure to know what is coming next in 

marketing and be agile enough to execute it. The second struggle is the political 

ramifications that marketing entails. For example, it is necessary to engage with 

faculty and staff who may disagree with an approach or do not want to partner. A final 
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struggle is that more is being asked of marketing professionals, so balancing various 

competing demands and interests is necessary. 

Another challenge I face is management. As a newer leader, managing a team 

of creative individuals is a challenge. The staff feels emotion deeply and cares fiercely 

about the campus. As such, I must balance advocating for team members but still 

meeting campus needs. Additionally, as a young manager, I struggle to have difficult 

conversations when needed.   

Finally, I face some imposter syndrome. Szuchman (2012) defines imposter 

syndrome as when individuals do not feel they deserve the success they have received 

and are worried that others will learn they are a fraud and expose their weaknesses. As 

a relatively young female leading a high-profile office team, I sometimes feel as 

though I do not belong and do not fit as a leader in this space. On a day-to-day basis, 

this means I may not speak up on an idea, or I may not be as apt to push back on 

something I think is a good idea. Depending on the circumstance, I face this challenge 

daily and have to work to overcome it. 

Having spent a decade in the marketing office, the biggest challenge I face as a 

researcher is putting aside biases about how I think a university marketing office 

should work and what strategies the office should utilize. However, it is critical to put 

these assumptions aside to listen, understand, and learn from those working in the 

field. It is also helpful to set aside other doubts, including imposter syndrome and the 

struggle with managing people. These personal experiences could inhibit my role as 

the researcher by internally censoring me from asking questions out of a fear of being 
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perceived as an imposter or an inept manager. Discussing these biases will help ensure 

they do not impact the data collection or analysis in this study.   

Throughout my professional career, my work has always focused on marketing 

and telling stories. This is likely why I prefer researching the qualitative realm. To me, 

it allows for authentic stories from those living an experience. It also allows for 

exploration of a problem and deeply experiencing it to better understand it (Creswell 

& Poth, 2018). This study focuses on how chief university marketing officers are 

preparing for the enrollment cliff, and a qualitative approach includes interviewing 

multiple individuals living that experience. As a marketing officer at a regional public 

university in the Southeast U.S., this study helps provide new perspectives on how 

institutions are preparing for the enrollment cliff that may be useful for my 

organization and others throughout the U.S.    

Summary 

 Utilizing a collective case study approach to understand how chief marketing 

officers at regional public universities in the Southeast U.S. were preparing for the 

impending enrollment cliff, the study relied on the constructivist paradigm to analyze 

the participants’ lived experiences to develop new learnings and understandings. The 

data for this study included interviews and document analysis from 15 university chief 

marketing officers, field notes, and the researcher’s reflexive journal. After the data 

was collected, it was analyzed utilizing an inductive reasoning method and followed 

the data analysis spiral that Creswell and Poth (2018) suggested. Throughout the 

study, measures were taken to ensure trustworthiness, including specific strategies for 
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credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. This research provides 

in-depth insight into how regional public universities in one U.S. region are preparing 

for the enrollment cliff. It is expected to prove beneficial in assisting universities 

across the U.S. in preparing for the enrollment cliff and future enrollment challenges 

that may arise.  

 Chapter IV will present the findings from the study and report on the data 

collected from each research question. The perceptions of the participants and the 

additional details found in supporting documents are highlighted in Chapter IV.  
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CHAPTER IV 

 

FINDINGS 

Chapter IV provides the study’s findings. Topics to be covered in this chapter 

include: 1) summary of the research design, 2) participant profiles, and 3) findings. 

The purpose of this study was to explore how chief marketing officers at regional 

public universities in the Southeast United States (U.S.) are preparing for the 

enrollment cliff that is predicted to impact higher education institutions between 2025-

2037. For the purposes of this study, the enrollment cliff is defined as the prediction 

that there will be approximately 400,000 fewer college-age students in the U.S. 

beginning in 2025, and extending through 2037 (Bransberger et al., 2020).  

 The following four research questions guided this study:  

1. What do chief marketing officers at regional public universities identify as 

their office’s role in marketing their institution? 

2. What do chief marketing officers at regional public universities perceive 

are the biggest challenges universities face in preparing for the enrollment 

cliff?  

3. What do chief marketing officers at regional public universities perceive 

are the most critical ways marketing strategies can be used to address 

predicted enrollment declines? 

4. What do chief marketing officers at regional public universities 

recommend as best practices within marketing for addressing predicted 

enrollment declines? 
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Summary of the Research Design 

 This qualitative study utilized a collective case study research design to 

explore how chief marketing officers at regional public universities in the Southeast 

U.S. are preparing for the enrollment cliff. This study was conducted through the lens 

of the constructivist paradigm, which centers on the attempt to understand the world 

through the lens of the participants’ realities and experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Patton, 2015). The study was conducted at 15 regional 

public universities. Participants were chosen using purposeful sampling, which 

focuses on selecting participants who could best address the research questions being 

asked (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The participants were 15 chief marketing officers 

who met the following inclusion criteria: 1) were employed at one of the study 

institutions for at least a year, 2) were the chief marketing officer at that institution, 

and 3) were familiar with the university’s marketing efforts. Prior to the conduction of 

this study, approval was acquired from the Human Research Protection Program at 

Texas Tech University (see Appendix A). There were no requirements for Institutional 

Review Board approval at the 15 study institutions.  

Data Collection Processes  

This study utilized multiple methods of data collection including the lens of the 

researcher, semi-structured interviews, document analysis, field notes, and a reflexive 

journal. Eligible institutions were identified using Integrated Postsecondary Education 

Data System (IPEDS) data to determine regional public universities in the Southeast 

U.S. A total of 72 institutions were identified. Review of organization charts on the 
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universities’ websites and review of personal profiles on the social networking 

platform LinkedIn were used to determine who served in the role of chief marketing 

officer at each institution. Prior to contacting the potential participants, preliminary 

reviews of the universities’ website were conducted to gain an understanding of the 

potential participants’ role and time at the institution. This process narrowed the 

possible institution list down to 62 due to some of the chief marketing officers had not 

been at their institution for a year. This review process revealed that many of the 

potential participants titles varied, but the four most common titles were director, 

executive director, vice chancellor, and vice president.  

To determine the order of how institutions would be contacted, random 

selection was employed. The names of the eligible institutions were placed into a 

Microsoft Excel spreadsheet and the list was then sorted by state. Using a random 

number generator found on the Internet, each institution was randomly assigned a 

number from 1 to 62. The corresponding chief marketing officers at the first 15 

institutions were selected for the first round of recruitment. A recruitment email was 

sent to each of these potential participants that introduced the researcher and the study 

(see Appendix B). In addition, an Information Sheet was included that provided the 

specific details of the study (see Appendix C).  

The procedures for recruitment included the recruitment email being sent to the 

potential participant, with a follow up email sent after three days if there had not been 

a response to the first email (see Appendix D). A total of seven potential participants 

responded to the invitation to participate in the study, with two declining. If a response 
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was not received from the reminder email, a contact was made with the assistant to the 

chief marketing officer through email, with information about the study included (see 

Appendix E). The contact information for the assistant was obtained from the 

university’s website. Utilizing the same process as was used prior with direct contact 

with potential participants, a follow up email was sent to the assistant after three days 

if no response to the first email had been received (see Appendix F). From this 

recruitment process, eight potential participants were obtained, with three potential 

participants declining the opportunity to participate in the study. If the chief marketing 

officer or the assistant did not respond after two emails, the chief marketing officer at 

the next institution on the randomly ordered list was contacted. A total of 45 chief 

marketing officers were contacted via email, with a total of 15 who took part in the 

study. A total of 23 chief marketing officers did not respond.  

Once all 15 participants had been identified, email communications were used 

to set the dates and times of the semi-structured interviews. Once a date and a time had 

been agreed upon, a calendar invitation was sent that contained a link to join the Cisco 

Webex video call at the agreed time. The semi-structured interviews were all 

conducted through video conferencing, were video and audio recorded, and lasted 

between 38 and 60 minutes. 

The human subjects approval for this study was categorized as Exempt 

Limited, so no written consent process was required. The same interview protocol was 

used to conduct each semi-structured interview (see Appendix G). The protocol 

included an introductory statement, an overview about the study, and an explanation 
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that participant and university names would be replaced with pseudonyms to protect 

the confidentiality of the participants and their institution. Participants were provided 

the option to select their own pseudonym, but only one of the 15 participants chose to 

do so. Pseudonyms were assigned to the remaining participants. Finally, participants 

were reminded their participation was voluntary, questions could be skipped, and the 

interview could be stopped at any time. Before beginning each interview, the 

researcher asked for permission to record the audio and video of the interview. All of 

the participants agreed to having their interview recorded.  

The semi-structured interview questions were open-ended to allow for follow 

up questions, additional probing of topics that emerged during the interviews, and to 

allow for member checking. Throughout the interviews, field notes were taken of 

comments made in the interviews, observations of the participants, and detailed 

descriptions of their environment through virtual observation (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018; Creswell & Poth, 2018). Following each interview, the field notes from the 

interview were scanned and converted to a PDF that was uploaded into a password-

protected Dropbox.  

The recording of each interview was automatically transcribed through the 

Cisco Webex software. The transcribed file and a backup recording of the interviews 

were uploaded to a password-protected folder on Dropbox. The files from Cisco 

Webex were then deleted from their original location. Then, the automatically 

generated transcripts were reviewed for any needed corrections by comparing them to 

the recorded video of each interview. After the transcripts were corrected, they were 
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reviewed for typographical errors, and any identifying information was redacted, 

including the institution’s name, name of any team members mentioned, and context 

in conversations that could potentially identify a participant. Each participant was then 

provided their transcript to review as part of member checking (Merriam, 2009). Of 

the 15 participants, three provided clarifying comments, and one participant asked for 

an additional redaction. The transcripts were updated to reflect the requested changes.  

Documents were also a source of data collected for this study. Each participant 

was asked to provide relevant documents including current marketing budgets, 

branding messages, and branding guidelines. Of the 15 participants, five submitted 

documents upon request. When sending the interview transcript for review, 

participants were again asked to submit documents if they had not already done so, 

resulting in three additional participants sending their documents. Finally, the 

participants who had not submitted any documents were emailed two weeks after the 

transcript was finalized requesting their documents. Upon this request, two additional 

participants submitted documents. Of the 15 participants, 10 participants provided at 

least one document for analysis. For those participants who did not submit a 

document, a search was conducted of their institutions’ website and applicable 

documents were located and downloaded to use for analysis purposes.  

The documents submitted or obtained from study institutions’ websites 

included four brand guidelines, three brand creative booklets, two university points of 

pride messages, one university organizational chart, one university strategic priorities 

list, one division strategic plan, one division budget, one flyer of marketing services, 
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and one set of recruitment emails. All of the collected documents were uploaded to a 

password-protected Dropbox. In addition to collecting data through semi-structured 

interviews and documents, the researcher also kept a reflexive journal throughout the 

conduction of the study. The reflexive journal was used to explore the role of the 

researcher as an instrument through which data was collected and analyzed. The 

reflexive journal helped ensure researcher bias did not influence the findings of the 

study (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The topics covered in the 

reflexive journal included thoughts about the interview experiences, personal thoughts 

about the process, additional questions that might be considered, and similarities and 

differences that emerged throughout the recruitment, data collection, and analysis 

processes.  

Data Analysis Processes  

The data was analyzed using Creswell and Poth’s (2018) data analysis spiral, 

which contains five steps for analysis. Data sources analyzed included semi-structured 

interviews, field notes, documents, and the researcher’s reflexive journal. The analysis 

process was conducted using Adobe Acrobat, Microsoft Excel, and Microsoft Word 

but did not utilize qualitative data analysis software to aid in the process.  

The first step in the data analysis spiral involves organizing and securing the 

data. A unique file structure was created for the interview transcripts, field notes, and 

documents. The format for naming each item included the data type, the participant’s 

pseudonym, and then a number to denote additional analysis. Each time the data type 

was analyzed, the number was increased. For example, the first item was titled Data 
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Type Pseudonym 1, and a second copy of the same item was titled Data Type 

Pseudonym 2. All items were uploaded into a password-protected Dropbox, and the 

data from each participant was placed in a folder that was titled with the participant’s 

pseudonym. The researcher’s reflexive journal was kept in a separate password-

protected Dropbox. The document was named Reflexive Journal, and additional 

copies were created for analysis purposes by adding a number behind the document’s 

title.  

 After all data from the interviews transcripts were prepared for analysis, the 

next step of data analysis involves reading of the transcripts and documents for 

emerging ideas. Agar (1980) suggested researchers should read each transcript 

multiple times and write notes and memos while reading. This was done by using the 

Microsoft Word comment feature when reviewing interview transcripts and by using 

the comment feature in Adobe Acrobat when commenting on field notes and 

documents that were in PDF format. When reviewing data, Rossman and Rallis (2003) 

suggest allowing time between reviewing a piece of data and reviewing it again to 

allow the researcher to have a fresh perspective. As such, there was at least a two-day 

delay before re-reading each of the transcripts, field notes, and documents. Once the 

process was completed the first time, the process started over. In all, the data were 

reviewed multiple times for emerging themes during the second phase of the analysis 

spiral. After reviewing these sources of data, the reflexive journal was also reviewed 

multiple times to help identify emerging patterns and trends. It was not reviewed 

initially to allow the researcher to continue journaling during the second phase of the 
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analysis spiral. When reading the reflexive journal, notes were made using the 

comment feature in Microsoft Word, and the same two-day time period was observed 

in between re-reading each journal entry. 

 The third stage of Creswell and Poth’s (2018) data analysis spiral involves 

developing codes to describe the themes. For this step, open coding and axial coding 

were used. Open coding is the process of creating labels that summarize themes that 

naturally occur in the data (Given, 2008). The memos, categories, and keywords noted 

in the transcripts, field notes, documents, and reflexive journal were entered into a 

Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. In the spreadsheet, each line of data that corresponded to 

a memo, category, or keyword was given an initial code and mapped to a research 

question. The data in the Microsoft Excel spreadsheet was reviewed multiple times to 

sort the data and organize the data by research question. Additionally, a separate tab 

was added in the Microsoft Excel spreadsheet for each research question. All memos, 

categories, and keywords that related to a specific research question were moved to 

that tab. This allowed for further sorting, regrouping, and reviewing of the data in 

smaller increments. Using axial coding, the data was further analyzed to find 

connections between the data. Axial coding allowed for grouping the data into major 

themes that emerged (Creswell & Poth, 2018). After axial coding, the themes were 

then outlined in a Microsoft Word document to allow the researcher to accurately 

report the findings.  

The fourth stage of the data analysis spiral involves developing and assessing 

interpretations to apply meaning to the data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The goal of this 
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phase of research is articulating lessons learned from the data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

This stage also allows for the interpretation of data through the lens of a social 

construct or theoretical framework (Creswell & Poth, 2018). As such, the study’s 

theoretical framework resource dependence theory (RDT) was kept in mind 

throughout the data collection and data analysis phases, but it was utilized in this 

phase to help guide the study implications and help frame lessons from the data that 

could be used for future research.  

The final stage of the data analysis spiral is presenting the data in ways that 

could be easily understood (Creswell & Poth, 2018). During this phase of the analysis, 

the initial findings were put into narrative form. The outline that was created in 

Microsoft Word was used to guide the writing process and ensure all themes were 

covered and supporting commentary was included. As each research question was 

addressed, the content in the Microsoft Excel spreadsheets was used to provide 

support for the findings through the voices of the participants, details from the field 

notes, and documents.  

Throughout the data analysis process, several trustworthiness strategies were 

used to ensure credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). Paraphrasing, confirming meaning during interviews, and having the 

participants review their interview transcripts, all types of member checking, were 

utilized to ensure the credibility of the findings (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Triangulation of data sources was also used to review the interview transcripts, 

documents, field notes, and the reflexive journal to generate confidence in the 
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credibility of the findings presented (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Analyzing these data sources against one another helped to ensure the themes that 

emerged were not influenced by the researcher’s biases (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Transferability was obtained by including rich, thick descriptions of the voices of the 

participants and field notes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). By including quotes and detailed 

descriptions, readers obtained contextual background of the study setting (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).  

An audit trail was created as a confirmability strategy to help ensure findings 

were consistent, dependable, and could be confirmed through a data source (Creswell 

& Poth, 2018; Silver & Lewins, 2014). Peer debriefers were another confirmability 

strategy that was used to confirm that the findings seemed reasonable for the research 

questions asked (Creswell & Poth, 2018). These two individuals were from 

institutions similar to the study institutions and worked within marketing. A final 

confirmability strategy used was reflexivity through journaling. Keeping a reflexive 

journal throughout the conduction of the study helped the researcher to examine 

assumptions, preconceptions, and values throughout each study phase (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). 

Participant Profiles  

 The participants served as the chief marketing officer at one of the 15 study 

institutions. The inclusion criteria for participants were: they had been employed at 

their institution for at least one year at the time of this study, and they were familiar 

with the university’s current and planned marketing efforts. While the specific 
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positions and titles varied across the 15 study institutions, each participant was 

identified as and confirmed to be the primary individual responsible for leading 

marketing-related activities at their respective university. All participants had worked 

in the marketing field for at least eight years in either higher education or in the 

private sector. The profile of each participant follows:   

Paul was the Assistant Vice President for Marketing and Brand Strategy at 

University A. He had been in his current position for two years at the time of the study 

and had oversight of marketing. Prior to working in his current role, he had served at 

University A as both a marketing director and an admission director. Paul had 10 years 

of marketing experience with University A.  

 Alexandria was the Interim Chief Communications Officer at University B. 

She had been in this role for one year and three months at the time of the study. She 

oversaw university branding, marketing, and communication strategies. Prior to her 

current role, Alexandria served as a deputy director for communications at University 

B. Additionally, she had served as a newspaper reporter before working in higher 

education. Alexandria had 25 years of marketing experience with University B.  

Jim was the Director of Branding and Marketing at University C, where he 

oversaw university marketing, video, and social media. He had been in his current role 

for two years and five months at the time of this study. Prior to joining University C, 

Jim was in a communications coordinator role at another university in the same state 

as University C. Jim had 12 years of marketing experience.  
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Blake served as the Executive Director of Public Relations and Marketing at 

University D. In this role, Blake oversaw both university marketing and 

communications efforts. Blake had been at University D for more than 17 years at the 

time of this study, and one of his prior roles at University D was serving as the art 

director for campus publications. Blake had 20 years of marketing experience in 

higher education.   

Brad was the Chief Marketing and Communications Officer at University E. 

He was responsible for comprehensive marketing and communications at the 

institution. He had been at the university for one year and four months at the time of 

this study. Prior to joining University E, Brad had served as an executive director of 

marketing at a community college system in another state. Brad had 13 years of 

marketing experience in both the public and private sectors.  

Mandy was the Associate Vice President for Institutional Communications 

and Marketing at University F. She oversaw all aspects of institutional branding, 

marketing, and communications in her role. She had served in this role for one year 

and four months at the time of this study. She was elevated to the position from an 

executive director of communications role at the university. Prior to joining higher 

education, Mandy worked for an advertising agency in the state where University F is 

located. Mandy had 12 years marketing experience.  

Ricky served as the Vice Chancellor for Communications and Marketing at 

University G. In this role, he was responsible for marketing, branding, publications, 

and communications work. He had been employed with the university for 30 years at 
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the time of this study. Previously, he served as a director of university relations at the 

university. Ricky had 30 years of marketing experience.  

Beth was the Executive Director for Marketing and University 

Communications at University H. In this role, she oversaw marketing, message 

development, and communications efforts at University H. Beth had served in this role 

for one year and nine months at the time of this study. Prior to her current position, she 

had worked in institutional research and recruitment at University H. Beth had eight 

years of marketing experience.  

Mack served as the Executive Director of Strategic Communication and 

Marketing at University I. He was responsible for university branding, marketing 

efforts, and publications. Mack had been in the role for one year and four months at 

the time of this study. Prior to joining University I, Mack served in a similar role at 

another university. Mack had 25 years of marketing experience.  

Lena was the Associate Vice Chancellor of Marketing and Communications at 

University J. She oversaw university marketing and communications work and also 

assisted in fundraising efforts at the university. She had been with University J for 

nearly four years at the time of this study. Before coming to University J, Lena had 

worked in marketing in both the corporate sector and the nonprofit sector. Lena had 21 

years of marketing experience.  

Melvin served as the Director of University Marketing at University K. In this 

role, he was responsible for university branding and university marketing efforts. He 

had been in the role at University K for nearly nine years at the time of this study. 
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Before joining University K, Melvin was in a similar role at a community college in 

the region. Melvin is also an alumnus of University K. He had 28 years of marketing 

experience.  

Tosha was the Director of Communications at University L. Tosha was 

responsible for communications, social media, marketing, and branding. She had 

worked at University L for one year and two months at the time of this study. Prior to 

her role at University L, Tosha was a public information officer at a university in a 

different state for nine years. Tosha had 10 years of marketing experience in higher 

education.  

Evan served University M as its Vice President for Marketing and 

Communications. He was responsible for executing the university’s marketing efforts 

and represented the university in the media as a spokesperson. Evan had been with 

University M for two years and three months at the time of this study. Previously, he 

had served as a chief marketing officer at another university and had worked as a 

marketing professional in the corporate sector. Evan had 21 years of marketing 

experience from the corporate and nonprofit sectors.   

Aaron was the Vice President for Marketing and Communications and also 

served as the spokesperson at University N. He was charged with overseeing 

university marketing and communication efforts. He had been with University N for 

11 years at the time of this study. Before joining University N, he was a president and 

publisher for a media organization that owned multiple newspapers in the region 

where University N is located. Aaron had 11 years of marketing experience.  
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Tammy was the Executive Director of University Communications and 

Marketing at University O. In this role, she was responsible for integrating 

communication and marketing efforts at University O. She also assisted in government 

relations. Tammy had been at the institution for nearly four years at the time of this 

study. Prior to taking this role at University O, Tammy had served in the same role at a 

university in a different state. Tammy had 14 years of marketing experience.  

Findings  

Role of the Marketing Office 

 The first research question sought to understand chief marketing officers’ 

perceptions of the role of the marketing office in marketing the institution. The 

analysis of the data produced four major themes to answer this research question: 1) 

helps professionalize the marketing field, 2) aids in recruitment, 3) embraces and 

advances the university brand, and 4) develops marketing strategies and content.  

Helps Professionalize the Marketing Field  

 A theme that emerged in the analysis of the data was an emphasis by the 

participants that they perceived that their marketing offices helped to professionalize 

the marketing field. A majority of the participants explained the marketing profession 

had changed significantly in the last five to 10 years, and these changes had resulted in 

marketing officers being viewed as a legitimate part of the university and, as such, 

faced increased expectations. Several of these increased expectations were discussed 

by the participants. Paul (University A) explained that higher education marketers 

used to be focused on the “10-15 big hits brand presence things” that occurred each 
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year but now focused on a more diverse set of marketing tasks [1]. Blake affirmed 

Paul’s perspective, sharing the changes he had seen at University D:  

When I started, if you had a TV campaign, a radio campaign, a billboard 

campaign, and a newspaper campaign, you were good to go -- if you had the 

money and a good campaign. Design and things like that were really critical in 

those days, but that whole world has changed, and of course, it started to 

change with web and Internet. [2] 

Lena (University J) also discussed how the changes in marketing profession had 

shifted how her team thought about and purchased advertising, “It’s a lot more about 

the digital side of things and being a lot more [intentional]. When I first got here, their 

[University J’s marketing] budget was pretty much 80% print and 20% digital. I wasn't 

really sure why” [3]. 

The participants also discussed that marketing offices had become more 

involved in several day-to-day aspects of marketing. Evan (University M) mentioned 

his office was focused much more on marketing efforts than in the past, adding that 

“the scope and role has changed a lot. It was always communications first, and I don’t 

think it is anymore” [4]. Paul (University A) echoed Evan’s sentiment that his 

marketing office focuses more on daily marketing efforts than it had previously. From 

Paul’s perspective, that shift has made the marketing office more visible on university 

campuses than in the past:  

The marketing office’s primary responsibility is no longer just developing 

commercials and preparing billboards. It’s now much deeper into shaping the 
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recruitment messages, formulating the communication flow for admitted 

students, developing yield campaigns, as well as alumni engagement 

campaigns. And making sure that we're all working to create a single and 

consistent narrative arc from the time that a student enters our funnel their 

freshman or sophomore year of high school, through their current student 

experience, and post-graduation into their life as an alumnus. [5] 

Evan (University M) agreed with Paul that marketing officers were more 

visible within the institution than previously, but he suggested this was because 

marketing offices received additional budget support compared to the past. He stated, 

“We are becoming more and more recognized by universities as important, and 

budgets are getting allocated to more of that as a spending piece” [6]. This point was 

also made by Tammy (University O) who suggested she perceived that marketing was 

more visible because of the services that marketing offices provided. She added, 

“There’s more focus on the services that our office can provide, so people know that 

marketing or communication is there, so you’re a lot more accessible than we were” 

[7]. This accessibility has resulted, per Mack (University I), in the need for marketing 

offices to clarify what work they undertook, adding that “Our collective team really 

has been kind of working to define what it is we do on behalf of the university again” 

[8].   

Aids in Recruitment 

 Aiding the university in recruiting new students was another theme that 

emerged in the analysis of data, as the majority of participants indicated this was a key 
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responsibility for their marketing office. Several of the participants discussed the ways 

they perceived their offices aided in recruitment efforts at their university. Ricky 

(University G) shared that “our number one role is enhancing undergraduate 

enrollment and recruiting” [9]. This point was also made by Beth (University H) who 

said her office emphasized “recruitment of new students” in their daily work [10]. 

Additionally, Tammy (University O) suggested that recruitment was among the top 

priorities for her team, saying “we decided as a team that if something didn’t have to 

do with recruiting, relationships, or research, we weren’t going to do it” [11].  

Several participants also offered their perspective on why they perceived it was 

critical for the marketing office to aid in recruitment efforts at their institution. Melvin 

(University K) perceived that recruitment was vital for the institution to obtain 

students: 

We don’t have students, then we don't have jobs. It’s imperative that we all 

work together to make sure we are ensuring that students are aware of us first 

of all through our marketing, and then are we presenting a desirable sort of 

picture of our institution that will make a student want to come. [12] 

Lena (University J) perceived it was critical for the marketing office to support 

retention efforts because of increases in competition for students, noting that 

“Recruitment is a significant piece of it. We need students, and there are fewer and 

fewer of them in the state, so the competition is fierce” [13].  

Other participants shared ways they perceived that their marketing offices were 

able to aid in recruiting prospective students. Jim (University C) shared the primary 
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way his team aided in recruitment was by highlighting the experience of students 

“whether it be through video testimonials, social media photos that show our student 

life on Instagram, everything we do in this office is with recruiting in mind” [14]. This 

point was also made by Brad (University E) who agreed with highlighting students but 

added that his marketing office also emphasized sharing the “…good news of our 

current students and alumni. The accolades of our faculty and staff all play a role” in 

recruiting students [15].  

Another way participants discussed aiding in recruitment was through 

developing content for a variety of university platforms. Paul (University A) explained 

that his office considered recruitment when making planning decisions, noting that 

“We focus the majority of our efforts there, and that is the number one priority for us 

when we develop new content” [16]. Like Paul, Blake (University D) also discussed 

that his marketing office aided in recruitment through creating a variety of marketing 

content. He further explained, “We work very closely with admissions because we 

create all their recruitment packages” [17]. Beth (University H) agreed with Blake’s 

sentiment about aiding recruitment through developing multiple print projects, 

explaining that “We design those [recruitment print projects], and they have a lot of 

print” [18]. 

Embraces and Advances the University Brand 

 The participants also discussed the role of the marketing office in embracing 

and advancing the university brand. This was followed by a discussion of strategies 

that participants perceived were helpful in embracing and advancing the university 
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brand. Paul (University A) described the brand as “the overall perception of the 

university by all audiences and the promise of what the university offers to the rest of 

the world” [19]. Beth (University H) also defined the brand and suggested that it 

included the “university’s products, services, communications, and people” [20]. 

Blake (University D) offered that he perceived that brand involved a concerted effort 

to develop a “persona created through the use of logos, symbols, colors, images, 

writing, typography, music, and voice” to represent the university across multiple 

channels [21].  

 Several strategies that marketing offices used to embrace and advance the 

university brand were discussed by the participants. Paul (University A) explained his 

marketing office emphasized the brand through regular conversations with university 

stakeholders because “We want the conversation to be ongoing with consistent 

touches on the brand pillars throughout the entire lifecycle of someone affiliated with 

the university” [22]. Blake (University D) echoed Paul’s sentiment about consistent 

brand touches, noting that “core values or those key attributes that characterize the 

learning experience should be consistently reinforced through brand messaging and 

design” [23]. Melvin also discussed strategies his marketing office used to advance the 

brand, and he shared his perception that branding helped University K in advancing its 

reputation among stakeholders. He stated, “The reality is we’re responsible for the 

reputation of the university. We have to manage that reputation in all the types of 

ways through internal and external communications” [24]. When discussing how his 

office embraced and supported the brand, Brad (University E) articulated his 
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perception that the marketing office plays a key role in the brand at the university 

because the marketing office is “as a total unit, we are protectors of the brand” [25].  

The participants also discussed that they perceived storytelling was a beneficial 

tactic for marketing offices to utilize to help advance the university brand. Lena 

(University J) shared several factors her team considered when deciding what stories 

might help advance the brand:  

We’re really looking at what is the overall brand? What is the value 

proposition for the university, and how are we perceived by the public? How 

are we working to tell the stories so people can understand a little bit of what's 

happening on campus, also trying to understand what people really need. [26] 

Aaron (University N) agreed with Lena that stories were a critical way to advance the 

brand, and he stated his marketing office perceived themselves to be “the chief 

storytellers of the university” [27]. He offered an example that he shared with new 

team members to help them understand how brand and storytelling were related:  

I have this thing hanging on all the offices in my area, and these are the three 

biggest points that I try to make sure everybody on my team understands, 

which is first that brand is perception, perception drives choice, and stories 

drive perception. I can't say that I wrote this. I picked it up, but I really try to 

emphasize this in everything that our division does. [28] 

 The participants also discussed how they perceived that branding helped 

advance familiarity with institutions. Alexandria (University B) shared she perceived 

that familiarity with a brand was important if someone was nervous about attending 
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college, explaining that “If they want to pursue college of some kind, and it feels risky 

to them- it’ll be a little bit less risky if they feel like they know the place on some 

level” [29]. This point was also made by Melvin (University K) who suggested that 

familiar brands would be better positioned for recruiting students. He added, “If 

students don’t know about you, then they're not even going to inquire about you first 

of all, so we have to position ourselves and brand ourselves in a way that prospective 

students are interested in us” [30]. 

 A common challenge participants discussed in embracing and advancing the 

university brand was brand consistency. As an illustration, Blake (University D) 

shared an example:   

It’s one of the most important and hardest things to keep going because, in my 

opinion, a lot of what branding is about is simply being consistent in who you 

are and what you say you are and getting the entire campus to understand that. 

[31] 

Aaron (University N) reiterated Blake’s thoughts about the challenges with brand 

consistency, adding that he perceived that consistency helped universities to better 

achieve “a common identity” among various members of the university community 

[32]. Aaron explained that brand consistency was achieved through the presentation of 

“a consistent and unified brand that builds on successes, inspires new ones, and allows 

[University N] to continue momentum and pride” [33].  

Other participants, such as Beth (University H), Mack (University I), and 

Tammy (University O), suggested tactics their offices utilized to encourage 
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consistency as a means of embracing and advancing branding efforts at their 

universities. Beth (University H) shared her office encouraged consistency by 

requiring that “any communication that comes from the institution should support at 

least one” of the university’s message pillars [34]. Mack (University I) agreed with 

Beth about the importance of using consistent brand pillars to embrace and advance 

the university brand. He further continued that “over time your pillars become 

associated with the university” [35]. Another way participants discussed that 

marketing offices could advance the brand was utilizing consistent talking points when 

discussing the media in marketing. Tammy (University O) shared her marketing office 

used talking points when interacting with university stakeholders and with the local 

and regional media:   

It’s us being able to talk about what we do in similar ways and in ways that 

excite people because you can use words and tone more than our logo so 

effectively in written pieces and in news stories where they’re not going to 

print your logo. But they will talk about your university being transformational 

for students, or the experience, the culture. [36] 

Develops Marketing Strategies and Content 

 Another theme that emerged was that a majority of participants perceived it 

was the responsibility of marketing offices to help in developing marketing strategies 

and supporting content. Several of these strategies and methods for developing 

supporting content were discussed by the participants. Alexandria (University B) 

shared she perceived that the marketing office serves “as University B’s hub for 
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internal/external communications and marketing” and helps by providing marketing 

strategies and content for various audiences [37]. Other participants discussed the 

specific tactics they used to help in developing marketing strategies and content. Jim 

(University C) shared that his office oversaw a range of tasks for marketing the entire 

university including being “responsible for all advertising that we do, whether it be 

digital ads, billboards, TV, radio” [38]. Additionally, Ricky (University G) identified 

that his office helped develop marketing strategies and content by overseeing “official 

photography, video, web work, social media, news, and we're involved in any number 

of events” [39].  

Mandy (University F) and Brad (University E) both offered a broader 

organization of how their offices helped with developing marketing strategies and 

content. Mandy (University F) suggested that her office assisted with “anything from 

graphic design to the website” [40]. However, Brad (University E) discussed a team-

centered approach to how his office developed marketing strategies and content. He 

perceived it was important to divide the work of developing marketing strategies and 

content into specific teams who could assist with various projects:  

I’ve got a creative services team, which houses photo and video, the web and 

graphic design, and I’ve got a marketing team who oversees paid media and 

community outreach. And I’ve got a communications team that oversees 

internal communications and media relations, social media, and also we do the 

magazine publications, et cetera. [41] 
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Several participants shared they perceived it was important that marketing 

offices embraced an integrated approach when developing marketing strategies and 

content to support the university. Mack (University I) noted, “My position was created 

to kind of traffic control and apply strategic oversight to all of that. My personal role is 

really to make sure that we take that an integrated approach to everything that we're 

doing” [42]. Like Mack, Paul (University A) indicated the marketing office should be 

integrated because it “creates and executes integrated marketing plans and campaigns 

for the university and coordinates marketing efforts across colleges and divisions to 

ensure consistency” [43]. Brad (University E) also discussed integrating marketing 

efforts but suggested that marketing plans should be developed in coordination with 

other university audiences. He further articulated that his marketing office works to 

“develop a comprehensive marketing plan (includes audiences, messaging and 

advertising/media buy) in coordination with university stakeholders (admissions, 

athletics, advancement and chancellor’s office, etc.)” [44]. 

Several of the participants also discussed the role that stories played in 

developing marketing strategies and content. For example, Aaron (University N) 

explained his office worked to develop strategies and content based on where stories 

would resonate with the target audience:  

My job is to try to figure out how to communicate our message, those stories, 

in various ways-- possibly legacy traditional, digital, social, innovative things I 

haven’t thought of…Anything that gives me the opportunity to tell our story 
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and then to leverage the creativity of a lot of wonderful people that work with 

me to come up with the ideas. [45] 

This point was also made by Brad (University E) who added that he perceived that 

content, such as stories, helped “highlight the academic rigor, collaborative research, 

vibrant student life, contributions to our community, commitment to service, athletic 

prowess, diversity and inclusion, and the overall achievements of the broad university 

community” [46]. 

Challenges in Preparing for the Enrollment Cliff  

 The second research question explored chief marketing officers’ perceptions of 

the challenges that universities faced in preparing for the enrollment cliff. In analyzing 

the data, four major themes emerged including: 1) perceived value of higher 

education, 2) fewer students and demographic shifts, 3) managing change, managing 

workloads, and garnering buy-in, and 4) prioritizing programs.  

Perceived Value of Higher Education  

 A majority of the participants indicated that a challenge that institutions faced 

in preparing for the enrollment cliff was the public perception of the value of higher 

education. Multiple participants shared they perceived the value of higher education 

was being challenged in public opinion, and several examples were discussed by the 

participants. Mandy (University F) explained there were continual conversations in the 

media about whether higher education was needed, and “there are a lot of politicians, a 

lot of people, celebrities, and other people out there that really don’t advocate” for 

people to go to college [47]. Ricky (University G) supported Mandy’s assessment, 
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adding that “the fact that you can go out and get a job right now without a college 

education” makes it difficult to promote the importance of college [48]. 

Other participants discussed the implications of the perceived value of higher 

education being questioned and how that impacted university marketing efforts. For 

example, Beth (University H) explained that because of the “shift in public perception 

of higher education, we [universities] are more having to justify our work and why we 

exist and why we’re valuable” [49]. This point was further elaborated upon by Lena 

(University J) who added that her office was considering simultaneously marketing 

both the university and the importance of higher education as a possible strategy:  

It’s the marketing of a college degree in general. It’s trying to persuade folks 

this is a good idea, and here’s what this can do for you overall and in your 

lifetime for your earning potential. More and more it’s almost like we need to 

convince people that college is an important thing that they need to do. So, I 

would say, I’m just trying to connect students with whatever it is going to be 

that leads them to the next stage of their life. [50] 

The participants also discussed why they perceived higher education was being 

questioned. For example, Beth (University H) suggested the change in perception 

stemmed from “national media picking up on student debt stories, and students 

coming in that aren’t successful and leave with tons of debt” [51]. Tosha (University 

L) agreed with Beth that student debt stories contributed to higher education’s value 

being questioned, but she also perceived that universities “still have work to do” to 

answer the question about whether a university degree is worth debt it requires [52].  
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Other participants discussed that the perceived value of higher education was 

being questioned because people were assessing what educational option was best for 

students considering a career. For example, Aaron (University N) added he perceived 

this had accelerated because “The birth rate is dropping, and the pandemic has caused 

a lot of people to question whether or not the traditional pathways are the right 

pathways” [53]. Alexandria (University B) agreed with Aaron and added that a 

university education should provide multiple pathways for students:  

Providing the kind of degrees and preparation that people want. That is always 

that balance of, do you make everything be a pre-professional program and 

you're preparing someone to do something, or do you make it be a liberal arts 

education program, and you’re preparing them to think. At our institution, we 

try to do both. And I think institutions that succeed will be the ones that are 

able to do both. [54] 

Lena (University J) also discussed that much of the current national conversation does 

not articulate the value of a university degree but instead focuses on pathways that 

“promote vocational training geared at encouraging that [vocational careers]” further 

deteriorating the public perception of a university degree [55].  

Fewer Students and Demographic Shifts   

 Another theme that emerged in the analysis of data was the recognition by 

participants that there would be fewer students going to college paired with a 

demographic shift of those who did. The participants discussed these challenges in 

terms of fewer overall college-going students, the importance of retention among 
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current students, and the need to emphasize diversity to attract new students. Mandy 

(University F), Beth (University H), and Melvin (University K) all noted that the 

number of graduating high school seniors was expected to decline each year [56]. Paul 

(University A) expressed concern about how declining numbers of students would 

impact the admissions enrollment funnel, the process students follow to matriculate to 

a university, stating that “we’re nearing the point where the top of the funnel can no 

longer be increased” [57]. This point was also made by Melvin (University K) who 

pointed out that fewer students attending a university would not impact institutions 

evenly, “so what’s incumbent on us as marketing directors at smaller schools is to 

ensure we’re positioning ourselves in a way that we’re still desirable for prospective 

students” [58].  

Tammy (University O) agreed with Melvin that not all universities would be 

impacted in the same manner by the enrollment cliff. She further shared that fewer 

students would impact her university differently because of their selective admissions 

criteria:  

We’re one of the few in our state that are selective admissions. So our brand is 

not to take everybody. Anyway, so one of the challenges is for us, at least, 

when your pool is smaller, but you’re not going to take everybody, what does 

that do to your enrollment? [59] 

While several participants discussed they perceived that fewer students would be 

problematic in the future, Ricky (University G) shared that he perceived this challenge 
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was more immediate in nature and was already coming to fruition, adding “I feel like 

we’re already feeling some of that. The competition is keener” [60].   

Multiple participants also discussed changes in recruiting strategies because of 

the impact of fewer overall students. For example, Tosha (University L) shared that 

because of the increased competition in her state, she had discussed with leadership 

about needing to recruit in new areas, adding that “If you know you’re not going to get 

them in the state, we need to branch outside the state. We have to do something to talk 

to those, to communicate to those students” [61]. Aaron (University N) agreed with 

Tosha about adjusting recruiting tactics, but he further clarified that “I think the next 

10 years it’s going to be the fight for our lives for a lot of institutions. I think it's going 

to be an evolve or die situation for a lot of institutions” [62].  

The participants also discussed the merit in focusing efforts to retain students 

who were currently enrolled as a strategy to overcome this challenge. For example, 

Paul (University A) shared he perceived that universities “can’t recruit our way out of 

declining enrollment -- we really have to move the institutional conversation toward 

increasing retention efforts” [63]. Lena (University J) agreed with Paul about 

emphasizing retention and argued that schools who were not “already actively 

working on retention” would have difficulty continuing to operate, and that 

universities needed to work “toward what student success looks like for your 

institution” [64]. This point was also made by Aaron (University N) who further 

elaborated that his university had prioritized retention efforts for about five years. He 

added, “If you’ve gotten a student, you’ve enrolled them in the university, what are 
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you doing to make sure that they succeed and they actually graduate – that you haven’t 

created obstacles?” [65].  

Lena (University J) shared how her university was working to eliminate 

obstacles for students of lower socioeconomic status in order to help retain them: 

We have some students who are lower socio-economic background. We have 

more than 50% first-generation students in our freshman class almost 

consistently. And so we know that there are things we need to do to help the 

students, be that tutoring, be that help with what is a FAFSA [Free Application 

for Federal Student Aid]. [66] 

Both Blake (University D) and Aaron (University N) also discussed their institutions 

had prioritized retention by adding additional academic advisors to support students 

throughout the semester in hopes the students would be less likely to withdraw [67].  

The participants also identified some student populations who they perceived 

would grow during the enrollment cliff, and they discussed the importance of 

emphasizing diversity in order to attract an additional pool of prospective students. 

Brad (University E) explained that “the Hispanic population that is rising, I think we 

have to be able to adapt, and an institution like ours – we’re not a very diverse 

campus” [68].  

This point was also made by Evan (University M) who presented the idea that 

it was important to begin addressing diversity now “so that you can appeal to more 

students when that cliff happens” [69]. Alexandria (University B) further clarified that 

while embracing diversity could help attract students, it was also important to ensure 
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that “if people are going to invest the time and resources and go into college, they 

want to feel like they belong when they get there” [70]. Brad (University E) agreed 

with Alexandria about making students feel welcome and stated he perceived this was 

a current challenge in the community at University E:  

I think right now the challenge is if a person of a different background comes 

to campus and lives in our rural community, they’re probably going to have to 

spend an hour driving one-way to get their hair done. They’re probably not 

going to find their favorite foods in our cafeteria or in the local town. [71] 

Like Brad, Alexandria (University B) also discussed that it was important for her 

“Predominantly White Institution” to better “reflect our community” in terms of 

diversity, which is why she stated University B was undertaking specific marketing 

efforts that “target diverse students” [72].  

Managing Change, Managing Workloads, and Garnering Buy-In 

Another theme that emerged was the participants perceived that universities 

would face challenges managing change, managing workloads, and garnering buy-in. 

The participants discussed these challenges in terms of change management, getting 

buy-in across campus for marketing, and balancing work expectations. Several of the 

participants addressed that change was important for universities. Mandy (University 

F) shared her perception that universities that failed to change would face dire 

consequences, noting that “you’ve already seen some universities close, and every 

university really needs to adapt new ways of thinking” [73]. Aaron (University N) also 

discussed the importance of change, stating, “We’re going to have to enter a time 
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where we have to change rapidly, where we have to look at our resources strategically 

and make sure that we’re supporting the things that are growing and make us 

distinctive” [74]. He continued, “there’s a lot of us out in the market and the realities 

of customer bases -- you can’t simply offer the same menu that you offered before and 

just expect everything to grow if you can get the same thing anywhere” [75].  

The participants also discussed why they perceived that change was 

challenging for many at their university. Tammy (University O) shared that one reason 

she perceived change was difficult for university members was because “part of that is 

telling people that what you want to do does not make sense” [76]. This point was also 

made by Jim (University C) who further elaborated that convincing people to let go of 

“doing things because they’ve always been done that way” was the most difficult 

aspect of managing change [77]. Similarly, Blake added that change was challenging 

because “we [marketing teams] often have to be the bad guys. No, this isn’t going to 

work. That’s a pretty weekly thing these days” [78].  

 The participants discussed varied strategies their marketing offices used across 

campus in order to help garner buy-in for changes in marketing efforts, as members of 

the campus community sometimes struggled with new approaches. For example, 

Tosha (University L) shared her university attempted to garner buy-in for marketing 

efforts by creating a position responsible for all branding efforts. However, Tosha 

added it was challenging to get people to submit items for approval because “It was 

everybody doing their own thing. That’s the hard part about gathering the troops 

because they’ve never been part of a regiment” [79]. Brad and Mandy discussed they 
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took a different approach to garner buy-in for marketing efforts across campus through 

the creation of marketing councils to obtain university support [80]. Brad (University 

E) further clarified the marketing council gave his office the opportunity to showcase 

“where marketing is and where we are in the market” [81]. Similarly, Mandy 

(University F) explained the marketing council helped her office to obtain buy-in by 

providing “results on a pretty regular basis” about current marketing efforts being 

utilized [82].  

Another tactic that Beth (University H) discussed to garner buy-in for 

marketing efforts from the university community was to “give training sessions during 

university week” to advance the role of marketing [83]. Tammy (University O) also 

discussed that her office provided information to the campus in order to garner buy-in 

for marketing efforts:   

We send out a weekly newsletter to the campus. The newsletter is all that 

university communications has put out in the past week. These are things that 

would be great to share. And so we’ve basically got channels set that these are 

the press releases that we wrote, these are the videos we made, this is the 

podcast for the week. If you need information on these things, you can find 

them here. It is a toolkit. I hope its foolproof and they have everything they 

need. [84] 

Melvin and Evan both emphasized the importance of building relationships 

with faculty to obtain buy-in for marketing efforts [85]. Melvin (University K) 

mentioned reaching out to program heads to “get those stories about what’s 
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happening, and those success stories, and the types of research teams are going to be 

involved in for that particular year” to gain support for marketing work [86]. 

Similarly, Evan (University M) shared that he partnered with faculty to “highlight 

some of their great work, help them [faculty] find resources for, or help them continue 

that great work” [87]. 

 In addition to garnering buy-in, the participants also discussed some of the 

challenges associated with managing workloads for marketing offices. Brad 

(University E) perceived this was a challenge across the profession adding, “I think 

that if you probably talked to any marketing and communications team, at any 

institution, higher ed or not, they’re going to say they’re overwhelmed” [88]. Tammy 

(University O) shared similar thoughts as Brad stating she could “double the team and 

still not meet the needs” [89]. This point was also made by Paul (University A) who 

shared that he worked with his team to focus on “bite sized strategies” to help keep the 

work manageable without being overwhelming [90].  

Another challenge related to workload management that participants discussed 

was staying ahead of current and future marketing trends. Blake (University D) 

discussed that staying ahead of marketing strategies and platforms was difficult 

because “diving in and learning and maintaining those spaces are a real challenge. 

And it doesn’t reduce any amount of what you’re already doing” [91]. Melvin 

(University K) echoed Blake’s perceptions about the work required to learn new 

strategies and platforms, adding that “just trying to keep up with everything” in terms 

of technology was difficult [92].  
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Other participants also discussed that balancing workloads was challenging 

because it involved deciding what projects were priorities. Mandy (University F) 

shared that in trying to manage the workload of her marketing team, she had to decide 

what areas within the university were most important. She added that her office 

regularly had to make choices about what projects and offices to prioritize:  

We are also a service arm for the university, so finding the ability to ensure 

that we provide that resource. It’s hard to be a service arm and be strategic 

because you’re getting requests all the time. You’re getting calls all the time. 

People need things. [93] 

This point was also made by Brad (University E) who shared that as the 

“central hub” for marketing the entire university, his marketing office was “focused on 

the university as a whole” and did not have the capacity to support every project 

because of the workload it would entail [94]. Beth (University H) also discussed that 

as the leader in the division, it was her role to help in managing the workload. She 

further explained that her role centered on “prioritization and planning” to empower 

her team to best support the entire institution [95]. Similarly, Tammy (University O) 

perceived that she functioned as a gatekeeper to help her office manage the workload 

of projects and prevent her office from becoming inundated with requests:  

I have one videographer who loves the university. He’s young, and he pushes 

himself really hard, and sometimes I have to say, okay, they don’t need to be 

coming through you. They need to be coming through me because you will say 
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yes to everybody because, you know how important everything is and it is to 

have things. [96] 

Prioritizing Programs 

 The final theme that emerged was universities needed to prioritize certain 

academic programs. Several of the participants discussed it impossible to market all 

programs and that collaboration with university academics was needed to decide what 

programs were most critical to the university based on market research data, academic 

perception, and enrollment capacity. Multiple strategies of how university personnel 

could decide what programs to prioritize were discussed by the participants. Aaron 

(University N) explained that prioritizing certain academic programs could result in a 

significant shift for universities because that meant all degree programs might not be 

treated the same moving forward:  

That means, you can’t treat everybody equally and that’s hard because 

universities love … every department gets X number of press releases, every 

department should get X number of dollars for marketing, every department 

should get X number of faculty lines. So the money is where the mouth is. Are 

you spending the majority of your time and resources on the parts of your 

operations who show the greatest potential for growth? [97] 

This point was also discussed by Ricky (University G) who stated that his 

institution prioritized programs through developing an enrollment plan to 

“aggressively market those programs that have a lot of potential for growth” [98]. 

Mandy (University F) also agreed with prioritizing certain academic programs. 
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However, she presented the idea of focusing on academic programs that had strong 

student outcomes where “they [students] graduate on time, and they get jobs that pay 

them well,” as opposed to just focusing on programs that were “really popular” [99]. 

Aaron (University N) also supported prioritizing programs, but he shared a different 

approach that University N used to decide on priorities. He explained the university 

used attrition as a mechanism to prioritize programs by revisiting faculty lines when 

there were retirements or resignations, adding that “If you’re dealing with booming 

enrollment over here, but they don’t have the adequate resources to serve those you’ll 

lose them, and we need them” [100].   

However, not all of the study institutions were prioritizing programs at the time 

of this study. Mack (University I) shared his frustration that his university had yet to 

develop a strategy of how to prioritize programs, and his perception was this was 

because the university did not yet have an enrollment plan. He stated, “We’ve been 

waiting to get that from enrollment management. That’s been kind of the missing link 

for us is exactly what are the deliverables, what does success looks like, all of those 

sorts of things on the enrollment management side” [101]. Lena also discussed this 

work had not happened at University J because of institutional transition. She shared 

that the university would be hiring a new chancellor and would complete a strategic 

plan during the next academic year that would allow “marketing to align with those 

[strategic priorities]” in the future [102].   
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Using Marketing to Address Predicted Enrollment Declines  

 The third research question explored chief marketing officers’ perceptions of 

the most critical ways marketing strategies could be used to help address predicted 

enrollment declines. In the analysis of data, four major themes emerged for ways 

marketing could mitigate possible enrollment declines including: 1) brand positioning, 

2) targeting marketing efforts to specific student populations, 3) cultivating new 

audiences, and 4) marketing tools and testing.  

Brand Positioning 

 Multiple participants discussed the importance of brand positioning as a 

marketing strategy that could help address predicted enrollment declines. Mack 

(University I), Brad (University E), and Evan (University M) all indicated their 

universities had either recently or were about to launch a new brand that provided 

updated messages, logos, and fonts [103]. As an illustration, Evan (University M) 

offered that the branding efforts at his institution included a brand book that would 

help the university embrace the brand by providing examples of how the brand was to 

be used in various marketing materials:  

Hopefully by fall we’ll have a new brand book, which not only talks about the 

typical kind of design elements like fonts and colors, but it starts with strategy 

and who we are and what our core benefits are. We use specific messaging, 

depending on our target audience, and how we talk to folks and really guiding 

people to develop effective ads. But also to drive consistency across the 
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institution, in everything that we do, including the words that we use, and so 

that helps get buy-in from faculty and staff. [104] 

Melvin also discussed that University K’s marketing office was in the “middle 

of a rebranding process” as well but indicated it was delayed about a year due to 

COVID-19, stating “there’s so many things that are happening on the big picture that 

we need to position ourselves to be able to respond to that. So fortunately, they [the 

President’s Office] put the resources behind this project” [105]. 

Several of the participants discussed the advantages they had seen in marketing 

the university when using refreshed brand materials. Brad (University E) shared that 

investing in brand positioning work helped the university community become 

comfortable talking about ways it was unique, including messages about cost: 

We are one of three institutions in XXX to offer rates of XXX dollars a 

semester for tuition. We have to wear that badge of honor, and I think that will 

help us. We’ve hidden that message for the last year and a half, almost two 

years. And I'm not quite sure why. [106]  

Melvin (University K) shared he perceived that one advantage of brand positioning 

work was helping the university in making new claims “We’re going to introduce 

ourselves to some markets that may not have heard of us, and we’re going to present a 

compelling case on why students should consider [University K]” [107]. Another 

benefit of brand positioning that Ricky (University G) discussed was that his 

marketing office experienced increased flexibility because new brand materials gave 

teams the ability to “adapt our message to a certain situation, but still be within that 
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family of messaging” [108]. A final benefit of brand positioning work that Aaron 

(University N) articulated was that it helped campus audiences “find a few key points 

and say them over and over again in a variety of different ways, making sure 

everything ties back” [109].  

 The participants also provided insight as to why they perceived it was 

important to invest in brand positioning work. Evan (University M) shared he 

perceived it was critical to do brand work in advance of the enrollment cliff, “You 

better start doing it soon because it takes years to build that up. That doesn’t change 

overnight, so you have to put yourself in a good position for the next couple of years” 

[110]. This point was also made by Brad (University E) who claimed that his 

university was investing in additional tools to understand the university’s brand 

position in the market. He added that University E was conducting an “external 

perception study” to understand more about why admitted students never matriculated 

to the university [111]. His office was also charged with deciding how best to 

“implement a tool for measuring brand sentiment” to better understand stakeholder 

perceptions about the university and its brand [112].   

Targeting Marketing Efforts to Specific Student Populations  

The participants also discussed the importance of targeting marketing efforts to 

certain students as a way that marketing strategies could help address predicted 

enrollment declines. Targeting marketing to students was discussed based on 

geographic location, where students were in the enrollment funnel, and based upon 

students’ interests. Paul (University A) shared that his university had adjusted its 
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targeting to focus more on its primary geographic market instead of attempting to 

build brand awareness in new markets:  

We could rein that [national marketing efforts] in and increase presence in our 

state and in the states surrounding our state where there’s already a little bit of 

brand recognition. We’re now spending less time focusing on large population 

centers across the country where we have little brand recognition and little 

potential for growth in the next five years. [113] 

Similarly, Mack shared that University I had also shifted its focus to more local 

students because “We’re losing students out of the XXX area to those other 

institutions, perhaps, because we’re trying to market in a community metropolitan area 

like XXX where we’re never going to own market share” [114].  

Both Paul (University A) and Mack (University I) emphasized that focusing on 

local students was challenging to garner support for campus-wide, because most 

leadership wanted to focus on a national presence for the university [115]. Mack 

(University I) perceived that the budget drove the decision to focus on targeting local 

students because the university did not “have a budget to compete in XXX” [116]. 

Meanwhile, Paul (University A) perceived the decision to target local students 

stemmed more from trying to avoid the need to “build a brand presence three to four 

years from now when it seems like the world is on fire” [117].  

 Some participants also discussed targeting students based on where they were 

in the enrollment process. Brad (University E) shared his institution targeted students 

based on where they were in the enrollment pipeline to avoid “blanketing students 
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with the same message” [118]. Paul (University A) said that his institution created 

tailored messages to students. He added that his office started utilizing digital 

marketing spaces to have “those direct stage or funnel-specific conversations with 

prospective students along the way” [119].  

Both Tosha (University L) and Brad (University E) also mentioned the 

importance of reaching audiences with specific and relevant messages [120]. Tosha 

(University L) offered that one way her office tried to be intentional and avoid generic 

messaging “involved knowing exactly how to get those students instead of just 

spraying and praying” [121]. Brad (University E) took a more collaborative approach 

to how his team targeted prospective students with specific messages: 

We’ve been working closely with our admission staff and getting lists of 

students who may have applied and not enrolled, or students who applied but 

have not made a deposit -- students who still have yet to fill out an application, 

and so we work closely with them as they make phone calls and send emails. 

We work closely with them to generate other types of digital marketing 

towards those students to showcase a buzz that’s on campus about that fear of 

missing out on what we have in store for them. [122] 

 Several of the participants also discussed they perceived that targeting students 

based on their specific interests was a marketing strategy that could be better utilized 

to overcome predicted enrollment declines. Alexandria (University B) shared her team 

focused on “marketing to specific types of students looking for a specific type of 

degree” [123]. As an illustration, she shared that her marketing office was “currently 
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doing a marketing study with our School of Business. Every school is targeting high 

ability students, and we have some marketing that we do with our Honor’s College 

related to that” [124]. Mack (University I) also discussed targeting students based on 

interest, saying that marketing to prospective students based on their specific interest 

could extend to messaging students differently based on where they attended high 

school. He argued that students who attended different types of feeder institutions also 

needed unique approaches, adding that promoting college to “students at a magnet 

high school was different than a ‘traditional’ high school” [125].  

Cultivating New Audiences  

Another theme that emerged was the importance of using marketing efforts to 

cultivate new audiences to help address predicted enrollment declines. Most of the 

participants spoke about attracting new audiences for university marketing that aligned 

with pre-existing university efforts. Blake (University D) suggested that he perceived 

that universities could use marketing efforts to cultivate military students as a new 

audience. He added this audience has “been part of our culture. From dating back to 

the entire history of the university” [126]. Aaron (University N) also identified the 

need to cultivate marketing to military students:  

They come with GI Bill benefits, but they need an environment where they can 

succeed, and they’re treated with respect that they’ve earned through their 

service. And again, they’re not treated like any student coming into the 

pipeline, so we focus on that. [127] 
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Several tactics used by participants to market to military students were shared. 

Tammy (University O), Blake (University D), and Mack (University I) identified that 

their universities offered multiple online degrees to these students [128]. Tammy 

(University O) further added that her university provided “special rates” as a means to 

further attract military students to attend the university [129]. Blake (University D) 

discussed a unique benefit that his university provided for military students, which 

was they offered “eight-week terms on post [the military base], so it’s right there for 

them” [130].  

 Several participants also discussed cultivating transfer students as another 

strategic focus for university marketing efforts. Mandy (University F) shared that her 

institution was “a big transfer school, so our freshman class is not that big,” and she 

thought transfer students would remain a focus at the university [131]. Some of the 

participants discussed specific strategies they employed when cultivating transfer 

students to attend their university. Alexandria (University B), Melvin (University K), 

and Aaron (University N) all shared their universities used articulation agreements and 

relationships with community colleges as marketing tools to cultivate transfer students 

[132]. As an illustration, Aaron (University N) discussed how his institution 

collaborated with community colleges to cultivate transfer student audiences:  

We need to make sure the community colleges see us as partners, not as 

competitors. A lot of times we set up relationships to where people apply to 

and they don’t meet our qualifications and standards. Rather than sending them 

a rejection letter saying that, we send their applications directly to the 
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community college, and a letter saying you should consider going to the 

community college. We have a relationship with them -- start there, come here 

next, and we collaborate and talk with each other, which is kind of cool. [133] 

Only one participant, Beth (University H), discussed her perception that 

scholarships could be used to market to transfer students, adding that “We looked a lot 

at transfer students this past year. What kind of scholarships were we offering them, if 

anything? And what should we be offering?” [134]. Ricky (University G) suggested 

using help sessions geared specifically for transfer students. He further explained this 

idea worked at his university because many students in his state “get free community 

college for the first two years” and then transfer to a university [135]. He claimed that 

offering a transfer boot camp created “a person-to-person effort to reach out to transfer 

students and to make their experience something that will keep them in school to 

persist through a four-year degree” [136].   

 A final student audience discussed by participants was adult learners. Several 

tactics used to cultivate adult learners were discussed. Paul (University A), Beth 

(University H), and Jim (University C) shared their universities planned to expand 

efforts to attract adult learners with some college but who had never finished [137]. 

Multiple participants also provided insight into why they perceived their universities 

were considering cultivating adult learners. For example, Aaron (University N) stated 

his university was interested in cultivating adult students because this audience helped 

the university meet its goal to “enhance access and opportunity for a diverse student 

population” [138]. Mack (University I) offered a different perspective, positing that 
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his university wanted to attract adult learners as there were plenty of students in the 

region “who are looking for some sort of career advancement where finishing that 

degree is going to help them” [139].  

The participants also discussed the strategies they utilized to cultivate adult 

learners. Alexandria (University B) and Mandy (University F) both shared their 

universities cultivated adult learners through enhanced online offerings [140]. 

Similarly, Tosha (University L) discussed that her university launched a new online 

emphasis in Fall of 2020 to attract adult learners, stating “That’s one way of reaching 

out to a different clientele. It’s a nontraditional and stop-out student focused initiative” 

[141]. While several participants discussed launching enhanced online offerings, 

Ricky (University G) and Jim (University C) explained they collaborated with their 

respective university system to cultivate adult learners through a system-wide effort 

[142]. As an illustration, Jim (University C) shared more about the system-wide 

program:  

We offer this program now called XXX where adult learners who have some 

college with no degree can enroll. They get a personal coach who kind of 

coaches them through the process of applying, you know, getting these classes 

is what you need for you degree. [143] 

Marketing Tools and Testing  

A final theme that emerged was that marketing tools could be employed to 

help address predicted enrollment declines. The varied tools that universities used in 

marketing efforts were discussed by the participants. Tosha (University L) shared it 
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was important to use multiple tools to create various touchpoints to connect with 

prospective students, adding that “I don’t see how you can engage someone just with 

paper. I mean, you can send a mailer. That’s great. I call these different touchpoints 

parts of a grander conversation” [144]. Paul (University A) reiterated Tosha’s 

suggestion of using multiple channels but also emphasized the importance of 

delivering “the most relevant message at the right time” [145].   

One of the tools that participants discussed using in their efforts to market the 

university was print advertising. Aaron (University N) explained that he utilized print 

because “I know my older influencers, stakeholders, and legislators see that. And I’ll 

get some legacy alumni” [146]. Print advertising was also discussed by Tammy 

(University O) who shared she added print advertising to the marketing tools utilized 

at her university because she perceived it was important:  

I will say that we [University O’s marketing office] didn’t do any [print] 

advertising. We didn’t spend any money on [print] advertising. I actually took 

calls from people trying to sell [print] advertising, they were like, oh, we know 

XXX, but we just have to call you. We know XXX doesn’t advertise, and I 

was like…hold up, wait a minute. So just having ads in college publications is 

a total flip. [147] 

While several of the participants noted the benefits of print advertising, Lena 

(University J) shared that she was considering cutting some print advertising because 

of its high cost. She stated, “It’s like, do we really need all of them [print advertising 
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publications]? Are there ones that perform that have better distribution that we can 

actually see lead generation from?” [148].  

The participants also discussed utilizing billboards as a marketing tool. Blake 

(University D) shared he perceived billboards were important because “you still have 

to remind people you’re here” [149]. This point was also made by Ricky (University 

G) who added that at his university “outdoor advertising remains a key strategy in line 

with other advertising and marketing efforts” [150]. In contrast, Alexandria 

(University B) shared her university only used billboards as a marketing tool when 

they could be hyper-targeted to a specific demographic. She further elaborated that 

otherwise billboards were not personalized enough, and “you’re just sort of blanket 

getting them [mass marketing]. It’s not really targeted to who they are” [151].   

Digital advertising was another marketing tool discussed by participants. Evan 

(University M), Brad (University E), and Tosha (University L) all noted they had 

spent more on digital advertising than in years past [152]. Brad (University E) 

explained that his marketing office used a variety of digital advertising platforms to 

market the university including, “display ads, Facebook, Instagram” [153]. Evan 

(University M) also discussed digital advertising, but he suggested utilizing 

programmatic advertising and audio streaming advertising as digital tools:  

You need to really focus more of your media spend on digital platforms as 

well. Whether that’s paid search, paid social programmatic. I would say that 

video and audio streaming services as well. That’s where this audience is. 
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That’s where you’re going to get most of their parents too, but that’s where 

you are going to get the students. [154]  

Some of the benefits associated with digital advertising were discussed by the 

participants. Ricky (University G) offered that one benefit of digital advertising was 

the ability to adjust the advertising “based on the engagement data in order to 

maximize cost and engagement effectiveness” [155]. Aaron (University N) shared 

similar thoughts as Ricky about digital advertising, adding that he perceived digital 

advertising was advantageous because “we have the ability to see if it works and 

change it” [156].   

Another marketing tool participants discussed was the university website, but 

participants identified a major challenge with how the university website could be 

utilized to aid in marketing to prospective students. Tosha (University L) explained 

that she perceived it was difficult to get “consensus about whose website it is” [157]. 

She went on to describe this further stating “The front page [homepage] can't serve all 

the people. It can't. If it's for enrollment, it ought to be enrollment facing” [158]. Evan 

(University M) agreed with Tosha’s perceptions about an enrollment-focused website, 

adding that he was working to update his website presence to focus more on 

prospective students:  

We need to revamp our website significantly. That is our entry door to 

prospective students and other influencers, and people who can help us as an 

institution. Ours is awful, and to me, next year that has to get done. You need a 

vibrant engaging, often updated, targeted appropriately, website. [159]  
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Tammy (University O) also had a desire to create academic program-specific 

pages on the website as a means to recruit prospective students. As an illustration, she 

shared a recent conversation with a university department head about the process to 

create such pages: 

I’m like look see how everyone of these pages has certain types of content on 

it? I will take one of your programs and we’ll work it through this content 

process, so that they have an example of how that is done. [160]  

 Several other participants mentioned they were in the process of or had 

recently finished website redesigns in order to better utilize them as a marketing tool. 

For example, Alexandria (University B) shared that her marketing office hoped to 

launch a new version in the fall that focused on future students [161]. Mack 

(University I) and Mandy (University F) stated they recently finished website 

redesigns at their respective universities [162]. Mandy (University F) discussed a new 

feature that was part of the redesign that was aimed at prospective students:  

We completely overhauled every single academic program page and now we 

have a program finder. That’s a big one for prospective students because 

people can go there and just search for their programs and find really good 

information….It’s challenging, but it’s really going to be helpful for 

prospective students. And we’ve already seen an increase in our analytics 

already [163].  

While multiple participants discussed that it was important to ensure the 

website served to engage prospective students, Brad (University E) also offered he 
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perceived that it was critical to ensure that the website was also built with search 

engines in mind, claiming the website played a key role in increasing “visibility 

through search, SEO [search engine optimization], SEM [search engine marketing] 

and other means, in coordination with the web team in creative services” [164].  

 The participants also discussed using social media as a marketing tool. Ricky 

(University G) and Evan (University M) mentioned this was the primary tool they 

used when connecting with prospective students [165]. Ricky (University G) shared, 

“I think that’s another thing we’re doing… maximizing social media and staying 

almost constantly engaged” [166]. Meanwhile, Evan (University M) emphasized 

creating engaging content through use of video and photography [167]. Jim 

(University C) reiterated the importance of remaining in constant contact with 

prospective students on social media but articulated his perception that social media 

offered universities the opportunity to “meet prospective students where they are” 

[168]. Another advantage of using social media as a marketing tool that Aaron 

(University N) discussed was that it was an audience he could “control and grow” by 

creating beneficial content [169]. Only Paul (University A) offered a point of caution 

when utilizing social media, suggesting that universities needed to “outline how the 

social media presence will enhance the overall marketing goals” [170].  

Another tool most participants discussed as part of their marketing efforts was 

utilizing testimonials. For example, Mandy (University F) provided insight on why 

she perceived testimonials were a valuable marketing tool: 
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Forever, there’s been focus on this, these flashy campaigns and how do we 

make the universities stand out? And I think it’s for this generation, especially, 

I think it’s more about giving them actual tactical deliverables that they can 

see, real life examples. So, I think that branding is really important, but you 

don’t have to have this flashy campaign. You just have to be who the 

university is and show that in your marketing materials. I think we have been 

really focused on showing real life experiences and that type of thing. [171] 

An advantage of testimonials that participants discussed was the ability to feature 

specific students and life on campus. Both Mack (University I) and Brad (University 

E) articulated they perceived testimonials were a valuable way to highlight students 

who were active and engaged on campus [172]. As an illustration, Brad said that for 

University E testimonials “really sells a lot of folks on this [University E], so we 

certainly use a lot of imagery in all the storytelling that we do” [173].  

 The participants also discussed using testimonials in an academic context. 

Lena (University J) shared academic testimonials helped “highlight a particular 

academic area” that might not be as well-known [174]. Jim (University C) provided an 

example of how his marketing office used academic-focused testimonials in their 

marketing efforts:  

As much as the pandemic sucked, it was great for our nursing school because 

our nursing students were on the front lines. The hospitals and clinics, and 

everybody are so desperate for help they were taking our first-year nursing 
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students who were getting real-world experience as freshmen nursing students. 

That sells itself. [175]  

Several participants also discussed the specific types of content that could be 

utilized in testimonials. Tammy (University O) shared she perceived that testimonials 

were valuable because they provided numerous avenues to highlight the multiple 

“research opportunities that students have as undergraduates” [176]. Similarly, Jim 

(University C) and Melvin (University K) emphasized the importance of highlighting 

student internships in their use of testimonials in order to showcase a depth of 

opportunities available to prospective students [177]. Tammy (University O) also 

mentioned testimonials were a tool that could be used to engage alumni, noting that 

“We are also focusing a lot of attention on talking about what are alums are doing…. 

our alums can talk really eloquently about how these principles of our culture have 

guided their lives” [178].  

In addition to the various marketing tools, the participants also discussed the 

importance of testing marketing strategies. Brad (University E) shared that testing was 

critical to show “impact and efficacy of communications and marketing programs” 

[179]. This point was also made by Tosha (University L) who suggested that testing 

was important because “you really can’t tell where you’re going to go if you don’t 

know where you are” [180].  

Several of the participants discussed the strategies they used when testing. 

Ricky (University G), Lena (University J), and Brad (University E) all mentioned that 

testing was a regular part of their marketing work [181]. As an illustration, Ricky 
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(University G) said that “one of the things we do well – we test messages on the 

digital side. If they’re not working, that will change, if the engagement is not good on 

one message and another is, we will make a change” [182]. Lena (University J) also 

discussed that testing new marketing strategies was part of her ongoing marketing 

efforts. She further clarified that part of her annual marketing budget had funds 

allocated as “a place we need to invest just to test” [183].  

Another way participants discussed utilizing testing was to decide which tools 

performed best in certain situations. Mack (University I) discussed that his team spent 

time testing marketing efforts because “we have a lot of resources and tools that we’re 

still finding out there’s a much better approach to unifying and integrating those” 

[184]. As an example of testing marketing efforts to better enhance integrations, Ricky 

(University G) shared an example of a marketing effort that he recently tested:  

Probably the weirdest thing we’ve done recently, but we’re getting some 

evidence that it’s working, is we wrapped some Uber cars in markets where we 

can’t afford billboards. And we’re getting people to take pictures of those 

things. We’re tying it to the digital messaging in those areas, so it’s not out 

there by itself. [185] 

Best Practices for Addressing Enrollment Declines   

 The final research question explored what chief marketing officers 

recommended as best practices within marketing for addressing predicted enrollment 

declines. The four major themes that emerged to address this research question 
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included: 1) presidential support of marketing, 2) collaboration with admissions, 3) 

embracing differentiation, and 4) utilizing data to support decisions.  

Presidential Support of Marketing 

 The majority of participants discussed presidential support of marketing as a 

best practice. Participants discussed three reasons why they perceived presidential 

support of marketing was beneficial, including understanding of marketing objectives, 

a seat at the table for other university decisions, and the regular investment of 

resources for marketing. Alexandria (University B) shared her president had previous 

marketing experience from when he “was in the pharmaceutical industry for 30 years 

in marketing. So, he is definitely good at thinking through where do we want to be and 

why” [186].  

Other participants also noted the value of a president supporting and 

understanding marketing objectives. Mandy (University F) articulated that her 

university had seen significant strides in branding and “that’s a lot thanks to our 

president because she’s made it such a high priority, and people have seen the results” 

[187]. This point was also made by Tammy (University O) who described that 

presidential support of marketing involved the president seeing the importance of 

including marketing in campus discussions:  

When they pull you into every meeting that they’re in, because you need to be 

there. Because you need to be able to communicate about this thing, because 

you need to know about it, and you need to go back and figure out how to 

deliver that content to a part of the university internal or external. [188] 
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Another aspect of presidential support of marketing that Evan (University M) 

discussed was backing for reorganization of the marketing division in order to ensure 

it was as effective as possible. He added, “The president came in a year or so before I 

did and recognized there was a need, and that’s why he brought somebody in who 

could do this [reorganization work]. It was made very clear this is important” [189]. 

 The participants also discussed that presidential support of marketing meant a 

seat at the table for other university decisions. They went on to explain why they 

perceived this was a critical need for the marketing department. Aaron (University N) 

shared the president’s support meant he had regular access to other campus vice 

presidents, and he perceived this access was critical for marketing officers to do their 

job effectively:  

Is the job structured in such a way where that leader has legitimacy at the table 

as a vice president? I sit on the Vice President’s Council, which is really an 

operating group that the president enables. I’m in discussions about tuition. I’m 

in discussions about academic advising. I’m in discussions about building 

maintenance. I’m in discussions about those things. That’s important. [190] 

Alexandria (University B) offered similar thoughts as Aaron about access and shared 

that her university had a chancellor instead of a president, but her role “sits on the 

Chancellor’s cabinet and reports to the chancellor, and that seems to aid in our 

inclusion in big conversations” [191].  

Several of the participants discussed they perceived their marketing jobs were 

more challenging when they did not have regular access to those making university 
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decisions. Evan (University M), Mandy (University F), and Tosha (University L) all 

shared concerns about the ability for marketing officers to represent the university on 

multiple platforms without access to full context of university discussions [192]. Jim 

(University C) also expressed frustration that he was the “mouthpiece of four different 

social accounts” and was sometimes the last to know about messages and university 

decisions because of where he was positioned in the university’s organizational chart 

[193]. While Jim shared his frustrations for being excluded from decision-making 

groups, Blake (University D) and Beth (University H) shared they were members of 

decision-making entities on campus but were removed because of restructuring. Both 

further articulated that it was difficult to communicate and market on behalf of the 

university without access to decision-makers, and both indicated they desired to regain 

access to the university decision-makers [194].  

Only Melvin (University K) offered a different perspective about a seat at the 

table for university decisions. He indicated that he preferred to have a vice president 

representing him at the cabinet level because it gave him more time to focus on 

marketing tasks: 

I don’t feel that I need to be at the cabinet level. I did that at another institution. 

There, I sat on the cabinet, and what I personally found myself is that I’d rather 

be hands-on and actually doing the work then making policy and sitting around 

the table and dealing with all that stuff that they have to deal with on a day-to-

day basis. [195]  
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The participants discussed that presidential support of marketing impacted 

resource acquisition for marketing efforts. Evan (University M) shared why he 

perceived this was important:  

If the president doesn’t believe in marketing, you’re not going to get the 

resources. It takes, it takes a president who can see the importance of it and is 

not held back by older kind of higher education views that brand is a bad word 

or something like that. It can be a challenge with some presidents, but I feel 

like more and more are getting it. [196]  

 Melvin (University K) shared an example of when his president supported resource 

acquisition for marketing efforts. He explained that his president recognized a need 

and invested in brand work to position the university for the future, noting that “So 

fortunately, they [the President’s Office] put the resources behind this project, and we 

were able to do that. I think that my desire is that we’re going to reach people that we 

haven’t reached before” [197].  

While several of the participants discussed the importance of the president in 

resource acquisition, Aaron (University N) offered a different perspective, suggesting 

that consistency in resources from the university president was just as critical. He 

further explained that regular resources from the university president allowed 

marketing teams to plan marketing spends to “get the greatest deals possible through 

contracts, so it’s figuring out what your level of support is and continuing it over and 

over because just being sporadic in the marketplace you’re going to…. It’s just like 

burning money” [198].  
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Several participants discussed how they received funds for marketing efforts 

from their university president. Ricky (University G) shared that his team received a 

planned yearly marketing budget but also “receives carryforward funds as available” 

to support marketing efforts [199]. In contrast, Mack (University I) and Tosha 

(University L) offered more sobering assessments of their budgets [200]. Mack 

(University I) shared his “big marketing budget looks like it’s going to be kind of 

more from whatever surplus if it is available” [201]. Meanwhile, Tosha (University L) 

shared that she had to take a creative approach to grow her budget because she 

perceived she did not have enough funds dedicated for marketing:   

We don’t need to be paying $50,000-$60,000 to a firm when I used to be a 

freelance web designer. I said if I do this project can you take that money and 

give it to me for marketing because there’s only so much I can do with earned 

media. [202]  

Collaboration With Admissions  

The majority of participants discussed the importance of collaboration with 

admissions as a best practice in marketing to reduce predicted enrollment declines. A 

majority of the participants noted they had a positive working relationship with the 

admissions team at their university [203]. Multiple participants provided insight on 

why they perceived the relationship with admissions was important. Lena (University 

J) claimed that it was critical for the two offices to regularly collaborate, adding “I 

think that those two areas really need to be in sync. If they’re both kind of doing their 

own thing, I think it’s really unfortunate. I think in our case it’s been a really great 
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partnership” [204]. With enrollment predicted to decline in the future, Brad 

(University E) predicted that collaboration between the two offices would become 

even more important in the future “as many state institutions have potential enrollment 

declines coming this fall. As we approach the enrollment cliff in future years, that 

collaboration is necessary” [205].  

The strategies that several of the participants used to build collaboration with 

admissions were also discussed. Beth (University H) shared it was not difficult 

building collaboration because she previously worked with the admissions team, and 

“the director of recruitment was my first boss here, so we already had a really good 

working relationship, and we're really close. This made it easier to develop 

communication processes and clear lines of responsibility for our teams” [206]. 

Melvin (University K) also discussed that he had made it a top priority when he began 

working at the university to build a relationship with admissions. He noted “We’ve 

been meeting every Wednesday for at least an hour for the past eight years” [207].  

Mandy (University F) reiterated the importance of intentionally building 

collaboration between the two departments, adding that when she began in her role, 

the two offices did not collaborate well:  

Our office was really disconnected from admissions. They had their own 

agency, they had their own campaign, and we weren’t involved. We had our 

own branding campaign, and it was just decentralized, but I think it’s really 

important for us to have constant communication with admissions. There’s so 
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much knowledge that they bring to the table, and then we bring the other side 

to the table and working together is where we are most successful. [208] 

Multiple participants also discussed that admissions was a major client for the 

marketing office, and they perceived this was one way to help build and maintain 

collaborative relationships. Blake (University D) and Aaron (University N) explained 

that their offices functioned like an advertising agency, and admissions was their top 

client they supported with marketing efforts [209]. As an illustration, Aaron 

(University N) shared this meant he had to “make sure when XX needs something, I 

get it done. And if XX needs advice, I give it to her. Very rarely am I in a situation 

where I have to act against them, which I can” [210]. Ricky (University G) agreed that 

admissions should be a top client for the marketing office, but he also introduced the 

notion that it was important for the offices to be colleagues, as opposed to one office 

reporting to the other. He perceived this structure allowed for better collaboration, 

adding that “It’s just almost ideal to me. It’s almost better than having some kind of 

direct responsibility because we’re all pulling in the same direction. We know what 

we have to accomplish” [211].   

While many of the participants discussed the need for collaboration between 

the offices, Evan (University M) offered a different perspective, suggesting that 

merging of the individuals responsible for marketing efforts can help foster 

collaboration between the admission and marketing offices. He shared that when he 

joined University M, admissions had their own marketing staff, and the university 
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moved those individuals under a central marketing office to support collaboration 

between marketing and admission:  

It had exactly the roles and the people in those roles that we needed in central 

marketing, so we were able to negotiate to combine those teams under me. I 

mean, there has to be a lot of trust to do that, so now we have one person that 

stayed behind who was a director level in enrollment marketing who’s still in 

enrollment. She's our main liaison. [212]  

Several of the participants discussed they were still working to build 

collaboration with admissions, and some participants also discussed they sometimes 

adjusted marketing plans and strategies in an attempt to enhance collaboration. Tosha 

(University L) and Mack (University I) indicated their offices were still building 

relationships with admissions [213]. Tosha (University L) shared her team was 

“meeting monthly, but saying we want to be a part of that entire conversation” [214]. 

Similarly, Mack (University I) indicated that admissions and marketing had not fully 

embraced collaboration, and that he perceived that the marketing team was “being 

thrown a few bones” to help minimize conflict [215]. The importance of minimizing 

conflict was discussed by Tammy (University O) who supported the importance of 

trying to build collaboration with admissions. In an attempt to build collaboration, she 

shared that on occasion she authorized the admissions team to work with an outside 

agency instead of her team:  

It was causing so much conflict in an area that’s incredibly important, and I 

worked many weekends, and I worked many nights to try to help the designer 
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get to where… it’s not that she’s a bad designer. She’s not what they wanted. 

And so at a certain point, it was like, okay.… We will work to ensure that what 

the agency delivers is in accordance with our brand. [216]  

Embrace Differentiation 

 Another theme that emerged as a best practice within marketing during 

enrollment declines was embracing differentiation. The reasons for the need for 

differentiation were discussed by a majority of the participants, with them sharing 

multiple differentiation strategies they utilized in marketing their universities. Evan 

(University M) explained that perceived differentiation was important because “In 

2026, the college populations are declining significantly. That means, to me, that 

brand equity is going to play a big role” [217]. Lena (University J) agreed with Evan 

but emphasized that fewer prospective students would also mean that brands would 

need to do more in order to stand out from other universities. She continued, “We need 

students, and there are fewer and fewer of them in the state, so the competition is 

fierce. We’re asking what can we provide for students that’s unique” [218].  

Several participants explained what strategies they employed to differentiate 

themselves from other universities in their marketing efforts. For example, Brad 

(University E) explained that his marketing office worked to intentionally “look at our 

points of distinction and what makes us unique” [219]. Aaron (University N) and Jim 

(University C) shared Brad’s perception about looking at what made the university 

unique, but they both emphasized that it was important to fully integrate 

differentiation points in all university marketing messages to ensure consistency 
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across the brand [220]. Paul (University A) also discussed the importance of 

differentiation, but he added that he perceived that a strategy of differentiation was 

particularly important for regional public universities:  

I think that, that we’re going to see universities move, especially smaller 

institutions, move away from this idea that we have to be everything to 

everyone. I think you’re going to see more niching in the market because our 

resources aren’t going to continue to grow in a way that allows us to present 

ourselves as everything to everyone. We will have to decide who we are as an 

institution and then create a communication plan that reinforces that and 

strengthens our position for those programs and those particular areas of 

interest. [221] 

The participants also discussed practical ways they differentiated in marketing 

messaging. Tammy (University O) offered that she perceived that internships were a 

differentiator at her university because “students come from all over the country to 

study with us because they know they have a shot at getting internships” [222]. This 

point was also made by Evan (University M) who added that “90% of seniors take part 

in internships and other real-world experiences” at his university [223]. While several 

participants discussed internships as a differentiator, Mandy (University F) offered a 

broader perspective, suggesting that topics for differentiation could also include “key 

alumni and high impact practices” [224].  
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The participants also discussed that the university environment could serve as a 

differentiation point. Aaron (University N) shared one way he perceived his university 

was distinct was how it served students: 

It used to be you’re a suitcase college and everything like that, but now we’ve 

come to recognize the fact that we can basically serve you no matter what 

mode you wish to have. That is a huge advantage with adult learners. [225] 

Similarly, Lena (University J) suggested the university environment was helpful in 

differentiation. She explained that her university environment centered on “bridging 

the liberal arts and professional aspirations, producing well-rounded graduates who are 

leaders in their careers and communities,” which she said was unique compared to 

other schools in the area [226].   

Finally, the participants discussed corporate and community partnerships as a 

way to differentiate in marketing efforts. Several participants discussed how such 

partnerships were beneficial for the university and for prospective students. Both 

Mack (University K) and Tosha (University L) shared partnerships were a means of 

economic development for their universities [227]. This point was also made by 

Melvin (University K) who explained that he perceived that partnerships served as a 

way to “connect our students to opportunity” [228]. Lena (University J) agreed that 

partnerships provided opportunities for students, adding “we’re doing that market 

investigation in our area to also match up with employers to make sure that we’re 

providing students with job opportunities when they leave us” [229]. Tammy 
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(University O) offered a broader perspective of partnerships, suggesting they benefit 

the local community, in addition to the students and the university:  

Our campus is a home for new and growing enterprises, and we offer space 

and resources for entrepreneurs to perfect business plans. This connection to 

innovative opportunities impacts our academic programs and provides job 

opportunities for our students, supplies the expertise, support, and 

encouragement necessary to face the challenges of growing a new enterprise. 

[230] 

Utilizing Data to Support Decisions  

A majority of participants also mentioned utilizing data to support decisions as 

a best practice within marketing to help mitigate the enrollment cliff. Several ways of 

utilizing data to support decisions were discussed by the participants. Melvin 

(University K) and Lena (University J) shared they used data to ensure marketing 

dollars were spent as effectively as possible [231]. As an illustration of utilizing data, 

Melvin (University K) explained, “At the end of the campaign, we analyze the 

campaign. We look at the data. We look at the returns. We look at the level of 

engagement” [232]. Lena (University J) added that her team used “market share data 

to ensure advertising dollars were utilized” in the right geographic location [233]. 

Mack (University I) further offered that his team used data in marketing to help funnel 

funding resources into the areas seeing the best return on investment by “looking at 

things like analytics in terms of website traffic, in terms of email readership, and what 

not” [234].  
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Several of the participants suggested utilizing data to prove the value of the 

investment in the marketing effort as well. Aaron (University N) indicated he 

preferred digital marketing to other types of marketing efforts because of its ability to 

provide data that could be used to analyze the return on investment (ROI):  

The only area only where I can really talk ROI and have a concerted 

conversation is digital marketing. I mean, I can tell you if that photo got you to 

click on it or not, did that message get you to click on it or not. So, I do find 

myself pushing more and more of my resources in that direction, because I can 

measure the results. [235] 

Ricky (University G) also discussed data in the form of proving the worth of the 

marketing investment. He shared that his department was given additional resources 

for marketing efforts but were expected to “justify and show through data that we’re 

moving the needle” [236].   

The participants also discussed how they perceived that using data to make 

decisions could result in securing new prospective student markets. For example, 

Melvin (University K) shared an example of how his marketing team studied data 

about current students in order to determine potential new markets that the marketing 

office might be able to cultivate through additional marketing efforts:  

Data showed us we had a modest number of students coming from the area 

there. But once we started advertising there and engaging with the community 

more, right? I mean…we started advertising. We started showing our faces 
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down there. We started visiting college fairs, all of that stuff, and that 

generated more interest. [237]  

In contrast, Mandy (University F) shared that her team looked at trends in current 

student data in an effort to understand why students did not stay at the institution, “We 

try and dig deeper and find out if that’s a trend or if it’s just this one year or what. 

Then we adjust our marketing strategy based on those trends” [238].  

 The participants also discussed using data to personalize the experience that 

prospective students had with the university. Mandy (University F) shared she 

perceived it was best to “know your audience and personalize whenever possible” 

[239]. This point was also made by Paul (University A) who further provided insight 

into the breadth of personalization he perceived universities should consider:  

We are having to use every tool available to create increasingly tailored and 

personalized communication. And personalized communication no longer 

means inserting someone's name into an email or putting their name on the 

front of a postcard that’s mailed out. It has to be specific to the student, their 

interests, their intended academic program, their geographic origin, and their 

academic background. We’ve already been forced to move toward having one-

on-one conversations with 100,000 students at the same time, and I think that's 

only going to continue as we near this cliff. [240]  

When discussing utilizing data to personalize the student experience, Mack 

(University I) emphasized one point of caution, noting the importance of keeping data 

current to avoid irritating prospective students or blanketing them with messages. He 
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continued, “If we keep asking them for the same data, or serving up the same 

automated email, they’re going to unsubscribe, and we lose all that we’ve invested in 

that courtship” [241].  

While several of the participants discussed the importance of using data to 

personalize messaging to prospective students, Lena (University J) and Tosha 

(University L) suggested there was merit in considering the institutional culture to 

determine how best to use data in developing a personalization strategy within 

marketing [242]. As an example, Lena (University J) shared her institution had 

decided to recruit fewer students to better personalize marketing and avoid the 

tendency to “do the same thing for everyone. And I really think that the personal touch 

is probably going to be a lot more impactful for us. It’s better for us to zoom in on 

recruiting 500 to 700 freshmen” [243]. In contrast, Tosha (University L) stared they 

had developed a message matrix that helped standardize messages that were 

personalized to the specific needs of each audience, “It identifies our audiences and 

then what we’re wanting them to understand and what they want from us” [244].    

Summary 

 Chapter IV presented the findings of this study and the themes that developed 

through analysis of the data collected, which included semi-structured interviews, 

documents, field notes, and a reflexive journal. Research question one sought to 

understand what chief marketing officers at regional public universities identified as 

their office’s role in marketing the institution. The four themes that emerged were 1) 
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professionalizes the marketing field, 2) aids in recruitment, 3) embraces and advances 

the university brand, and 4) develops marketing strategies and content.  

For research question two, what do chief marketing officers at regional public 

universities perceive are the biggest challenges universities face in preparing for the 

enrollment cliff, the data analysis resulted in four major themes: 1) perceived value of 

higher education, 2) fewer students and demographic shifts, 3) managing change, 

managing workloads, and garnering buy-in, and 4) prioritizing programs. The third 

research question explored what chief marketing officers at regional public 

universities perceive are the most critical ways marketing strategies can be used to 

address predicted enrollment declines. The data analysis resulted in four themes 

including: 1) brand positioning, 2) targeting marketing efforts to specific student 

populations, 3) cultivating new audiences, and 4) marketing tools and testing. There 

were four themes related to research question four, which focused on what chief 

marketing officers at regional public universities recommend as best practices within 

marketing for addressing predicted enrollment declines. The themes that emerged 

from the data analysis included: 1) presidential support of marketing, 2) collaboration 

with admissions, 3) embrace differentiation, and 4) utilizing data to support decisions.  

 Chapter V of this study will present a discussion of the findings. Additionally, 

Chapter V will include implications of the study results, recommendations for higher 

education practice, and recommendations for future research.  
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CHAPTER V  

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

Chapter V describes the study and offers a discussion of how the findings 

might be utilized in the field of higher education and opportunities for future research. 

The following sections are presented in this chapter: 1) overview of the study, 2) 

discussion of the findings, 3) recommendations for higher education practice, 4) 

recommendations for future research, and 5) conclusion. 

Overview of the Study 

Bialon (2015) and Stimac and Simic (2012) argued that university marketing 

officers face a range of expectations in their role to support higher education including 

student and faculty recruitment, developing a university brand, creating university 

messages, and supporting advancement. Additionally, Bialon (2015) and 

Ramachandran (2010) suggested that marketing teams should play a role in helping 

determine a university’s product and potential new audiences because of their regular 

work with external audiences like media companies, newspapers, and advertisers. 

Because of the work with these groups, they were more likely to fully understand the 

opportunities and challenges that a university faced in the marketplace (Bialon, 2015; 

Ramachandran, 2010). Marketing officers have a range of tools at their disposal to 

advance higher education objectives including branding, targeting certain prospective 

students, relationship-building, and engaging current students (e.g., Benke, 2011; 

Bolat & O’Sullivan, 2017; Royo-Vela & Hünermund, 2016; Wright, 2017). 
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The purpose of this study was to explore how chief marketing officers at 

regional public universities in the Southeast United States (U.S.) were preparing for 

the impending enrollment cliff that is predicted to affect higher education institutions 

between 2025-2037. Specific foci were what strategies chief marketing officers and 

their marketing departments were using to prepare for the enrollment cliff, the 

challenges and opportunities they identified that marketing departments could address, 

and their recommendations for how colleges and universities could utilize their 

marketing departments to help address the impending enrollment crisis. For the 

purposes of this study, the enrollment cliff is defined as the prediction that there will 

be approximately 400,000 fewer college-age students in the U.S. beginning in 2025 

and extending through 2037 (Bransberger et al., 2020). 

This qualitative study utilized a collective case study research design and the 

constructivist paradigm to address the following research questions:  

1. What do chief marketing officers at regional public universities identify as 

their office’s role in marketing their institution? 

2. What do chief marketing officers at regional public universities perceive 

are the biggest challenges universities face in preparing for the enrollment 

cliff?  

3. What do chief marketing officers at regional public universities perceive 

are the most critical ways marketing strategies can be used to address 

predicted enrollment declines? 
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4. What do chief marketing officers at regional public universities 

recommend as best practices within marketing for addressing predicted 

enrollment declines?   

Resource dependence theory (RDT) is the theoretical framework that 

undergirds the study. Resource dependence theory states that a dependence on 

resources could impact organizations’ environmental pressures, organizational efforts 

to manage environmental constraints, and how environmental constraints could impact 

internal organization dynamics (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). Organizations that exhibit 

a high dependence on resources have a high uncertainty level and will make internal 

and external shifts to lessen their dependence on resources (Bess & Dee, 2012; Pfeffer 

& Salancik, 1978).  

The setting for this study was 15 randomly selected regional public universities 

in the Southeast U.S. Participants included 15 purposefully selected individuals 

serving in the role of chief marketing officer who were currently employed at one of 

the study institutions. As shown in Table 1, all 15 participants had been at their 

respective institution for at least one year at the time of this study. Additionally, 

participants were familiar with current and planned university marketing efforts.  
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Table 1 

Summary Table of Study Participants and Their Experience in Marketing Roles 

Participant University Time in current role Total marketing experience 

Paul A 2 years 10 years 

Alexandria B 1 year 3 months 25 years 

Jim C 2 years 5 months 12 years 

Blake D 17 years 20 years 

Brad E 1 year 4 months 13 years 

Mandy F 1 year 4 months 12 years 

Ricky G 30 years 30 years 

Beth H 1 year 9 months 8 years 

Mack I 1 year 4 months 25 years 

Lena J 4 years 21 years 

Melvin K 9 years 28 years 

Tosha L 1 year 2 months 10 years 

Evan M 2 years 3 months 21 years 

Aaron N 11 years 11 years 

Tammy O 4 years 14 years 

 

Data collection involved semi-structured interviews with participants, and the 

researcher’s lens was the primary data collection instrument (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Other data sources utilized were field notes, documents, and reflexive journaling. Data 

analysis was conducted using a data analysis spiral (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Open 

coding was utilized to create labels for themes that naturally occurred in the data, and 

axial coding was used to find connections in the data for grouping into key themes 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Given, 2008).  
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Discussion of the Findings  

Role of the Marketing Office 

Research question one sought to understand chief marketing officers’ 

perceptions of the role of the marketing office in marketing the university. The 

analysis of the data produced four themes specific to the role of the marketing office: 

1) helps professionalize the marketing field, 2) aids in recruitment, 3) embraces and 

advances the university brand, and 4) develops marketing strategies and content.  

Multiple participants discussed marketing teams were more involved in the 

day-to-day work of marketing efforts than they were five to 10 years ago. They 

discussed that the role of marketing offices had expanded beyond branding and now 

included helping with message development, communication campaigns, yield 

campaigns, and social media communication. The study finding that marketing offices 

were taking on additional roles supports prior research that university marketing 

offices have embraced a plethora of responsibilities including student and faculty 

recruitment, developing a university brand, creating university messages, and 

supporting advancement (e.g., Bialon, 2015; Stimac & Simic, 2012). As regional 

public universities in the Southeast U.S. take on additional marketing roles, such as 

messaging support and communications, they play a key role in supporting and 

advancing the university’s enrollment strategies.  

University marketing offices were taking on these additional duties amid a 

challenging environment including rising university tuition costs, declines in funding, 

and concerns over mounting student debt; professionalization of the marketing office 
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is necessary to help equip universities to combat these challenges (Kline, 2019; Leland 

& Moore, 2007; Pucciarelli & Kaplan, 2016). Additionally, many regional public 

universities are tuition-dependent, meaning that they face increased pressure to enroll 

students to support the financial needs of the university (Bastedo et al., 2016; 

McKeown-Moak & Mullin, 2014; Shaeffer, 2019). When examining 

professionalization of marketing through the study’s theoretical framework, resource 

dependence theory, universities responded to these external influences by creating 

internal structures to overcome them (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). One such internal 

structure that has evolved is that marketing offices play a more strategic role in the 

day-to-day work of communicating and messaging to prospective students.  

As university marketing offices professionalized their efforts, they also had a 

more direct role in aiding recruitment. Because of the need for more students to 

support the university financially, there is considerable pressure on those in 

admissions to continually recruit additional students (Bastedo et al., 2016; McKeown-

Moak & Mullin, 2014; Shaeffer, 2019). This pressure has also impacted marketing 

offices, and several participants discussed that aiding recruitment had become one of 

the primary responsibilities for their office and that admissions was a top client for 

their office. This finding is supported by previous research that found universities that 

engaged in marketing practices to recruit potential students stood out compared to 

those that did not engage in such practices (e.g., Claggett, 2012; Leland & Moore, 

2007; Pucciarelli & Kaplan, 2016). As marketing offices at regional public universities 

aid recruitment efforts and the admissions office, they are helping their university 



Texas Tech University, Carrie Phillips, May 2022 

 185 

stand out from the competition and are supporting the university in achieving its 

enrollment goals by providing needed tuition revenue.  

Multiple participants also discussed that one role of the marketing office was 

to advance and embrace the university brand. Branding efforts support recruitment 

practices by helping universities stand out from other universities, helping prospective 

students understand the university environment, and helping prospective students 

build an emotional connection with a university (Belch et al., 2012; Mourad et al., 

2010; Royo-Vela & Hünermund, 2016; Tucciarone, 2015, 2016). With competition 

among universities predicted to increase as the number of students declines in future 

years, the findings of this study support prior research that marketing offices need to 

assist the university through branding efforts to help the institution stand out from its 

competitors (e.g., Bock et al., 2014; Bransberger et al., 2020). By engaging in 

branding work, marketing offices at regional public universities can help recruitment 

and enrollment efforts by creating familiarity about the institution and building affinity 

with prospective students.  

When discussing strategies their marketing offices used to advance the 

university brand, participants discussed developing brand pillars and utilizing 

storytelling that supported brand messages. Drawing upon the study’s theoretical 

framework, institutions responded to external influences, such as student declines and 

competition increases, by creating external processes to combat them (Pfeffer & 

Salancik, 1978). As such, one process has involved marketing offices employing 
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branding efforts to help universities differentiate themselves from the competition 

when messaging prospective students.  

While marketing offices embraced branding, they also led the university in 

developing marketing strategies and content. Several participants discussed that their 

marketing office had oversight of marketing strategies across the university and 

developed content for multiple platforms. Researchers suggested that marketing 

strategies that employed multiple types of content were most effective in higher 

education marketing (e.g., Benke, 2011; Bock et al., 2014; Clark et al., 2016; 

Fagerstrøm & Ghinea, 2013; Mazurek et al., 2019; Moogan, 2011; Popa, 2015; Royo-

Vela & Hünermund, 2016; Tucciarone, 2015, 2016). Since multiple study participants 

emphasized using several types of content in their marketing mix, the results of this 

study support the existing literature that the most effective marketing strategies 

involve multiple content types. As regional public university marketing offices 

manage comprehensive university messaging and branding campaigns, they develop a 

mix of marketing content that serves to advance the university’s public perception, 

support the university in recruiting students, and assist the university in securing 

tuition revenue.  

As noted previously, universities depend on the tuition dollars from enrolling 

students to survive in a climate of increasing student competition and funding cuts 

(Leland & Moore, 2007; Pucciarelli & Kaplan, 2016). When examining the marketing 

office’s role of creating strategies and content through the study’s theoretical 

framework, universities attempted to mitigate external influences by creating internal 
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structures to overcome them (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). Having the marketing office 

oversee campaigns across the university has allowed the university to operate more 

efficiently by reducing duplication. Additionally, with the marketing office leading 

content development, messaging can be deployed seamlessly across the marketing 

mix, resulting in stronger marketing campaigns.  

Challenges in Preparing for the Enrollment Cliff  

Research question two sought to understand chief marketing officers’ 

perceptions of the challenges that universities faced in preparing for the enrollment 

cliff. Through analyzing the data, four themes emerged including: 1) perceived value 

of higher education, 2) fewer students and demographic shifts, 3) managing change, 

managing workloads, and garnering buy-in, and 4) prioritizing programs.  

A majority of participants perceived that a challenge universities faced was the 

value of higher education was being questioned. Several of the participants shared that 

it was difficult to compete for students among other career pathways such as industry 

credentials, vocational training, and online short-term credentials. The participants 

were also undecided about whether the role higher education was to prepare students 

for a specific vocation or to teach students to think critically. The study findings show 

division about the role of higher education, and this supports the literature, which was 

also split on the role of higher education (e.g., Bastedo et al., 2016; Cohen & Kisker, 

2010; Heimlich, 2011; Pasquerella, 2019). Because both the study findings and the 

literature were divided over the role of higher education, it appears that universities 

struggle to articulate their value to students who are leery of going into debt for a 
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university degree because of numerous less expensive credentialing options (Fromm 

& Read, 2018; Handshake, 2020). As regional public universities in the Southeast 

U.S. prepare for the enrollment cliff, it is important they can articulate the value of a 

university education over other less expensive options in order to continue meeting 

critical enrollment goals.  

The participants also noted that predicted enrollment declines and predicted 

demographic changes were a challenge that universities had to address. If universities 

hope to overcome declining enrollment and demographic challenges, the participants 

emphasized a need to focus on retention efforts. Specific retention strategies 

participants discussed included hiring academic advisors, removing obstacles, and 

providing community resources to support students. Retention efforts can help keep 

students engaged in the learning process (Grawe 2018). Researchers have also 

suggested that retention efforts involve showing the value of the academic experience 

and the breadth of campus academic offerings (e.g., Grawe, 2021; Moritz, 2019). 

While these strategies were not directly mentioned by the participants, the participants 

suggested several actionable steps to improve retention, supporting prior research that 

universities must take tangible actions to address retention. As universities prepare for 

enrollment declines, it will be critical that they provide regular care, attention, and 

support to current students in order to ensure these students remain enrolled and 

making progress toward a degree.   

The importance of embracing diversity was also discussed by participants as a 

means to overcome enrollment and demographic challenges. Several participants 
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shared that their institutions focused on recruiting new audiences such as Hispanic 

students. Hispanic traditional-age college students are one of the few demographics 

expected to grow during the next decade (Bransberger, 2017; Western Interstate 

Commission on Higher Education [WICHE], 2016). However, Hispanic students are 

more likely to face obstacles to higher education including economic, social, and 

cultural challenges (Cataldi et al., 2018; Excelencia in Education, 2019; London, 

1992). Providing academic support, hiring peer counselors, and providing community 

services, such as hair salons and restaurants, were strategies participants discussed to 

support diverse student audiences. Regional public universities hoping to target more 

diverse audiences to prepare for the enrollment cliff should recognize that recruiting 

and retaining diverse audiences comes with cultural challenges that require deploying 

additional university resources to support them to graduation.    

When considering declining enrollments and demographic changes through the 

study’s theoretical framework, resource dependence theory, the external environment 

put pressure on universities because traditional student audiences are shrinking, 

forcing universities to make internal and external adjustments to overcome the 

environmental change (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). Internally, universities are 

emphasizing retention to better engage current students they have already recruited to 

remain with the university in hopes of keeping their tuition dollars. Externally, 

universities are cultivating new audiences, such as diverse students, in order to recruit 

new students to the university, lessening the impact of declining traditional 

prospective student audiences.  
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 A third challenge participants discussed was managing the work of the 

marketing office and garnering needed buy-in from the university. As previously 

discussed, the participants perceived the work of the marketing office has grown to 

encompass brand work but also day-to-day marketing efforts like message 

development and communication campaigns to support enrollment efforts. The study 

findings suggest this expanded workload has made it difficult to manage the workload 

of the marketing team and to get buy-in to change the team’s workload and structure. 

Specifically, participants used phrases such as “overwhelmed” and “double the team” 

to provide context about the amount of work expected of marketing teams [88 & 89]. 

The study findings about the increased workload of marketing teams aligns with prior 

research from Simpson Scarborough (2019) who found that marketing teams suffered 

from stagnant staffing and regularly hired freelancers in order to accommodate the 

amount of work. As regional public universities prepare for the enrollment cliff, 

marketing teams appear to struggle to keep up with increased demand for new 

responsibilities, such as messaging tactics and communication support, amid stagnant 

staffing levels that were in place before they were heavily involved in the day-to-day 

support of university enrollment strategies.  

 As university marketing offices have become more engaged in day-to-day 

work supporting enrollment efforts, they now face significant pressure to ensure 

marketing efforts are successful in recruiting additional students (Bastedo et al., 2016; 

McKeown-Moak & Mullin, 2014; Shaeffer, 2019). When examining managing 

workloads and getting buy-in through the study’s theoretical framework, resource 
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dependence theory, universities passed the pressure of the external influences, such as 

increased competition and the need to recruit more students, to the marketing team but 

did not create internal structures to help marketing teams overcome them (Pfeffer & 

Salancik, 1978). Internal structures such as increased marketing office staffing and 

adjusting marketing office workloads have not occurred, limiting the strategic ability 

of the marketing office to be successful in the daily work of communicating and 

marketing to prospective students.  

Finally, the participants perceived that universities had to overcome how to 

prioritize certain academic programs over others. With universities facing tight 

budgets, losses of funding, and declines in students deciding how and which academic 

programs to prioritize is not a new challenge (Association of American Colleges and 

Universities [AACU], 2018; Gibbs, 2017; Judson & Taylor, 2014; Kline, 2019). 

Leland and Moore (2007) and Pucciarelli and Kaplan (2016) suggested universities 

assess the cost of programs and analyze the return on investment to decide which 

programs should continue being a university focus. Similarly, participants discussed 

several strategies of how to prioritize programs including based on enrollment 

headcount, graduation rates, or strategic priorities. As regional public universities 

prepare for the enrollment cliff, it is important they, in collaboration with academics, 

agree upon what programs the university should prioritize in its marketing efforts in 

order to best leverage market research data, program cost, and program capacity to 

support the university’s critical enrollment goals.  
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Drawing upon the study’s theoretical framework, institutions faced external 

influences that limited university resources, and the university responded by creating 

internal structures to help mitigate the impact of external influences (Pfeffer & 

Salancik, 1978). By creating internal processes that allow marketing offices, in 

collaboration with academics, to prioritize certain academic programs over others, 

regional public universities are investing in programs that have capacity to grow 

enrollment or are of interest to prospective students, helping the university generate 

additional tuition revenue.  

Using Marketing to Address Predicted Enrollment Declines  

 The third research question explored chief marketing officers’ perceptions of 

how marketing strategies could help address predicted enrollment declines. In the 

analysis of data, four major themes emerged for ways marketing could mitigate 

possible enrollment declines including: 1) brand positioning, 2) targeting marketing 

efforts to specific student populations, 3) cultivating new audiences, and 4) marketing 

tools and testing.  

A majority of the participants perceived that brand positioning was a critical 

way that marketing could be utilized to address predicted enrollment declines. 

Branding serves to help universities highlight distinctive aspects of the university 

environment and develop messaging about the core characteristics of the university 

that can help build an emotional connection to it (e.g., Belch et al., 2012; Mourad et 

al., 2010; Royo-Vela & Hünermund, 2016; Tucciarone, 2015, 2016). Several 

participants discussed their institutions emphasized branding efforts by focusing on 
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new brand messages, logos, and brand pillars. With competition for students likely to 

increase as predicted enrollment declines occur, branding efforts help universities to 

emphasize their strengths in a crowded marketplace of higher education institutions 

(Bock et al., 2014; Leland & Moore, 2007; Pucciarelli & Kaplan, 2016). As regional 

public universities are facing predictions of declining enrollment, brand positioning 

efforts allow universities to articulate their unique campus experience, build 

connections with students, and support the university’s enrollment efforts.  

When organizations face external pressures like declining enrollment, Pfeffer 

and Salancik (1978) claimed that organizations would create additional internal 

processes to overcome those environmental challenges. One such internal structure 

appears to be marketing offices emphasizing brand work in order to build emotional 

connections with students, create an awareness about the university, and support the 

university’s enrollment strategies.  

While numerous participants discussed the importance of branding, several 

participants also discussed the ability to use marketing efforts to target specific student 

populations to help address predicted enrollment declines. Participants discussed they 

attempted to target marketing efforts to students based on their geographic location, 

where the student was in the enrollment process, and the type of student being 

recruited. By targeting marketing efforts to students based on specific criteria, study 

institution marketing offices avoided blanket messaging students, which aligns with 

prior research from Halligan and Shah (2009) who found that utilizing personalized 

messages enhanced engagement with prospective students. Utilizing marketing efforts 
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to target messages to prospective students in personalized ways allows marketing 

offices to create engaging experiences with prospective students that support the 

university enrollment strategies.   

Participants also discussed the importance of cultivating new audiences 

through marketing to address predicted enrollment declines. Significant declines are 

predicted in traditional college-age populations through 2037 (Bransberger et al., 

2020). With regional public universities being more dependent on tuition revenue than 

other universities, scholars argue regional public universities need to cultivate new 

audiences to offset the tuition revenue (Grawe, 2021; Quinn, 2019). The participants 

discussed possible new audiences to market to included military students, transfer 

students, and adult learners. The findings that universities are using marketing efforts 

to cultivate new student audiences supports previous research from Grawe (2021) who 

suggested that universities needed to develop new student populations in advance of 

the enrollment cliff. As regional public universities in the Southeast U.S. use 

marketing efforts, like branding and messaging, to cultivate new audiences of 

students, they are playing a direct role in helping universities mitigate the enrollment 

cliff by finding new audiences, which can generate additional sources of revenue.  

The study’s theoretical framework also offers insight into why university 

marketing offices might consider marketing to new student audiences to mitigate the 

enrollment cliff. Declines in traditional college-age students is one external influence 

that universities must combat through developing new structures and processes 

(Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). By engaging marketing offices to cultivate new student 
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audiences through marketing efforts, universities are responding to the external 

environment and creating external processes that yield other sources of tuition 

revenue.  

The participants also discussed utilizing a mix of marketing tools, and testing 

their effectiveness, as a way that marketing efforts could help mitigate predicted 

enrollment declines. Several of the participants discussed the importance of using 

multiple marketing tools in their marketing mix. This study’s finding of incorporating 

various marketing tools supports prior research that a marketing mix was more 

effective when it involved utilizing several tools to communicate a specific message 

(e.g., Benke, 2011; Bock et al., 2014; Clark et al., 2016; Fagerstrøm & Ghinea, 2013; 

Mazurek et al., 2019; Moogan, 2011; Popa, 2015; Royo-Vela & Hünermund, 2016; 

Tucciarone, 2015, 2016). Regional public university marketing offices employ a mix 

of marketing tools when developing branding and messaging campaigns in order to 

create effective marketing campaigns that support the university in its enrollment 

goals and objectives.  

When utilizing similar marketing messages across different platforms, the 

participants perceived that testing was critical to ensure that marketing efforts were as 

effective as possible. Specifically, participants discussed testing existing marketing 

efforts and new tools they were considering. With universities facing funding 

challenges, tight budgets, and rising tuition costs, marketing offices have little 

resources to waste (AACU, 2018; Kline, 2019). By testing marketing efforts, 

participants perceived that their offices could ensure marketing efforts were as 
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efficient as possible and minimize waste. As regional public universities engage 

marketing offices to help mitigate enrollment declines, testing existing and new 

marketing efforts allows marketing offices to be sure their work is maximizing results 

and being as efficient in possible in supporting the university’s goals related to 

enrollment and student tuition revenue.  

Best Practices for Addressing Enrollment Declines   

 Research question four sought to understand chief marketing officers’ 

perceptions of best practices within marketing for addressing predicted enrollment 

declines. From analyzing the data, four major themes emerged that marketing officers 

might consider including: 1) presidential support of marketing, 2) collaboration with 

admissions, 3) embracing differentiation, and 4) utilizing data to support decisions.  

The participants suggested that obtaining presidential support of marketing was 

a best practice within marketing for addressing enrollment declines because it created 

legitimacy to be involved in other university decisions. In the study, less than half of 

marketing officers reported to the president and served on the university leadership 

cabinet. This finding aligns with the literature, suggesting that the majority of 

university marketing offices were not represented at the executive level and were only 

engaged in conversations about promoting the university (e.g., Bailey, 2017; Simpson 

Scarborough, 2019). The findings of this study support a need to engage university 

marketing officers in other campus decisions related to the overall product that 

marketing officers are asked to promote. As university marketing teams take on 

additional responsibilities of more day-to-day marketing work, access to the president 
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and a seat at the executive table ensures that marketing teams have the needed context 

on the university and its product in order to best position the university to achieve its 

enrollment goals.  

When examining this through the lens of resource dependence theory, the 

theoretical framework that guided this study, presidential support of marketing 

involves several processes that universities can deploy to help combat external 

pressures such as enrollment declines and increased competition (Pfeffer & Salancik, 

1978). By engaging marketing as a member of the executive level, the university is 

ensuring this group has needed context and can make better marketing decisions, 

helping the university maximize its marketing efforts and secure additional student 

tuition revenue.   

The participants also discussed the importance of recruitment and perceived 

that collaborating with admissions was a best practice within marketing. Several 

participants shared that the admissions office was a top client of their marketing 

office, and that collaboration helped their marketing offices better support admissions. 

Since regional public universities are more tuition-dependent than other types of 

universities, the study findings support a need for collaboration between the two 

offices to achieve enrollment goals (AACU, 2018; Kline, 2019). By collaborating with 

admissions, university marketing offices are better able to align marketing efforts to 

the enrollment strategies of the university, helping drive tuition revenue. When 

drawing upon the theoretical framework, universities are responding to external 

influences of declining enrollments and increases in competition by creating internal 
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synergies between marketing and admissions to recruit and enroll students more 

effectively (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978).  

With fewer traditional age students graduating, competition for those students 

is predicted to continue increasing (Pucciarelli & Kaplan, 2016). Participants 

suggested one way to mitigate predicted enrollment declines was through embracing 

differentiation. The concept of differentiation among brands emphasizes that standing 

out from the competition can lead to a competitive advantage (Marketing 

Accountability Standards Board, n.d.). Several participants discussed the importance 

of highlighting factors that made their university unique such as featuring distinctive 

program offerings, specialized internships, and creative partnerships with community 

organizations. The study findings to embrace differentiation support prior research 

from Bock et al. (2014) who found that differentiation was a viable strategy to help 

universities position themselves as the only entity that could meet specific needs of 

students. Using differentiation as a best practice allows regional public universities to 

highlight their distinctive points and can help build affinity with prospective students 

who are considering enrolling.  

As previously discussed, many prospective university students are part of 

Generation Z. These digital natives prioritize customization and personalization when 

making significant purchases (Fromm & Read, 2018; Priporas et al., 2017). The study 

findings suggest that universities should use data to create personalized messages to 

prospective students as a best practice within marketing. Several of the participants 

discussed using data to personalize messages about academic pursuits, a student’s 
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geographic location, and whether they intended to live on campus. Using data as a best 

practice within marketing supports prior research from Halligan and Shah (2009) who 

found that utilizing personalized messages when communicating with prospective 

students resulted in better engagement with prospective students. Using data allows 

regional public university marketing offices to create personalized experiences for 

prospective students that can result in higher engagement and help support university 

enrollment strategies. When considering resource dependence theory, universities are 

responding to external changes in student preferences and creating internal structures 

and processes of employing data in order to more effectively support the recruitment 

of prospective students (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978).   

Implications for Higher Education Practice 

 The results of this study offer a number of implications for higher education 

practice. The first implication is that the role of the marketing office must entail 

leading the effort to advance the university brand in order to effectively compete 

against other universities in an environment of declining enrollment. Based on the 

findings of this study, regional public university marketing offices should put forth a 

concerted effort to emphasize the university brand in messaging and communications 

in order to recruit students. The literature suggested that institutions with a strong 

brand were able to use their brand to attract potential students (e.g., Belch et al., 2012; 

Bock et al., 2014; Mourad et al., 2010; Royo-Vela & Hünermund, 2016). Additional 

research has shown that a strong brand can help universities stand out as distinct from 

competitors and could help in building an emotional connection with students who 
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related to the brand (Bock et al., 2014; Tucciarone, 2015, 2016). Participants shared 

they were engaging in various strategies to enhance branding including logo 

development and messaging pillars. However, the participants shared it was difficult 

to get buy-in for brand work across campus. With 75% of institutions having 

university personnel in marketing roles who are not part of the marketing office 

(Simpson Scarborough, 2019), not all university personnel doing marketing work may 

be familiar with the benefits of branding.  

 Without clear brand ownership and clear brand messages utilized across the 

entire university, regional public universities are unable to increase their brand 

position in an overcrowded higher education field that is characterized with similar 

messages from multiple universities (Pucciarelli & Kaplan, 2016; Simpson 

Scarborough, 2019). Since regional public universities are expected to see significant 

enrollment declines upwards of 11% of students (Barshay, 2018; Grawe, 2018, 2019), 

the ability to differentiate from other universities will be critical to build a strong 

emotional connection with prospective students in order to secure enrollments 

(Tucciarone, 2015, 2016). 

Drawing upon resource dependence theory, the theoretical framework that 

guided this study, institutions are responding to external pressures of enrollment 

declines and increased competition and putting in place processes to combat them 

(Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). One such response is a more focused effort on branding 

that allows universities to emphasize their strengths, build affinity among prospective 

students, and help the university achieve its recruitment goals. Otherwise, universities 
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will be limited in their ability to compete for students, obtain national recognition, 

garner noteworthy faculty, and raise private dollars (Kline, 2019; McKeown-Moak & 

Mullin, 2014; Musselin, 2018; Pucciarelli & Kaplan, 2016; Rust & Kim, 2012). 

Ultimately, the study findings suggest the inability of some regional public 

universities to articulate why prospective students should consider them poses a 

significant threat to the longevity of institutions, and without a strong branding effort 

from the marketing office, universities may struggle to remain significant and face 

escalating declining enrollments.  

A second implication for higher education practice is that regional public 

universities need to articulate the value of higher education to prospective students, 

which is critical to overcome the enrollment cliff. The study findings showed that 

participants perceived the value of higher education was being questioned in public 

perception. However, the study results found that only one institution had formalized a 

marketing plan to better articulate the value of higher education to its audiences. 

Additionally, participants were divided about the role higher education should play. 

This finding coincided with the literature that was also split as to whether higher 

education’s role was to prepare students for a career or to equip students with skills 

such as critical thinking (e.g., Bastedo et al., 2016; Cohen & Kisker, 2010; Heimlich, 

2011; Pasquerella, 2019). Without clear consensus as to the role of higher education, 

the study findings suggest that it is difficult for university personnel to articulate the 

value a university education.  
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With the cost of attending a university, more than six times the average Pell 

Grant award, universities must articulate the value of a university degree to convince 

students the benefits of enrolling outweigh the cost (U.S. Department of Education, 

Federal Student Aid Center, 2020). Research on Generation Z has shown they are less 

willing than prior generations of students to absorb debt without a clear understanding 

that the investment is worthwhile (Foundation for Economic Education, 2020; Fromm 

& Read, 2018; Handshake, 2020), so it is incumbent upon universities to articulate the 

value if they want prospective students to enroll. The study findings suggest that 

regional public universities continually struggle to articulate the immediate and long-

term value of a university degree, meaning that regional public universities will likely 

continue facing challenges in recruiting students. Since regional public universities, 

more than other universities, rely on tuition dollars as a primary revenue source, the 

ability for regional public universities to articulate their value will be critical for the 

long-term success of the institution, especially if projections ahead of the enrollment 

cliff suggest that these universities could lose upwards of 11% of students (AACU, 

2018; Barshay, 2018; Grawe, 2018, 2019; Kline, 2019).  

As supported by resource dependence theory, the theoretical framework that 

guided this study, universities need to respond to external pressures such as waning 

public perception about the value of higher education by creating external processes to 

overcome them (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). Engaging in marketing efforts that 

communicate the value of higher education is one way universities can combat 

declining public perception and better ensure continual access to resources. The study 
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findings suggest that regional public universities have been unable to articulate the 

importance of a university degree, creating a dire situation for the university, and if 

not addressed, universities may face additional enrollment declines and ultimately, 

may be forced to close or merge with other institutions. 

A third implication based on the findings of this study is that universities 

should use marketing efforts to cultivate new audiences of prospective students to help 

lessen the reliance on traditional undergraduate students. Based on the findings of this 

study, regional public universities are beginning to utilize marketing efforts to 

cultivate new audiences for the university. The literature suggested that traditional 

undergraduate students will decline sharply in the coming decade, and that universities 

needed to diversify their pool of prospective students (Bransberger et al., 2020; 

Grawe, 2019, 2021). Participants shared tactics they used to cultivate new audiences 

of military students, transfer students, and adult learners. However, the participants 

shared it was challenging to fully support marketing to new audiences because of the 

marketing work still required for traditional prospective students. Without renewed 

focus on cultivating new audiences and the capacity to do so, the study findings 

suggest regional public universities may continue struggling to recruit new audiences 

of prospective students.  

Drawing upon resource dependence theory, institutions can lessen external 

threats of declining enrollments in traditional student populations by implementing 

external processes like embracing marketing efforts to cultivate new audiences of 

prospective students (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). Otherwise, universities will be forced 
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to compete for a declining population of traditional students and may be edged out by 

their better-resourced land-grant and private universities (Quinn, 2019). The inability 

of regional public universities to fully embrace cultivating new audiences through 

marketing poses a serious concern for the university if enrollments decline (Grawe, 

2021). Without cultivating new audiences, universities may be forced to significantly 

cut university budgets to remain fiscally viable, be forced to merge with another 

university, or consider closing.  

A fourth implication based on the study findings is that university marketing 

teams need presidential support of marketing to be represented at the executive level 

to assist in their efforts to market the university to prospective students and other key 

audiences. The study findings suggest that less of half of study institution marketing 

offices were represented at the executive level. Participants who did not report to the 

president and sit on the president’s cabinet faced challenges in being able to 

understand the context of university decisions that could impact marketing, access to 

other university leaders, and challenges in securing funding for marketing efforts. This 

finding coincides with literature that suggested only about half of marketing officers 

reported to president and served on leadership teams (Simpson Scarborough, 2019). 

Additional literature suggested that marketing officers were not as involved as other 

executives in university discussions on program development and pricing (e.g., Bailey, 

2017; Simpson Scarborough, 2019). The study findings suggest that the lack of access 

to the president and members of the executive team means that chief marketing 

officers often struggle to fully execute their role of marketing the university to 
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prospective students and other key stakeholders, which has significant implications on 

tuition revenue.  

As supported by resource dependence theory, the theoretical framework of the 

study, the placement of marketing at the executive level allows the university to put 

internal structures in place that equip the university to better overcome external threats 

such as declining enrollments and increased competition (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). 

Additionally, having marketing represented at the executive level communicates its 

importance across the institution and could help in generating buy-in for broader 

marketing efforts. The study findings suggest that without marketing represented at 

the executive level, universities will continue to face challenges in their ability to 

recruit prospective students through marketing efforts because marketing offices are 

missing important context and are having to work to generate buy-in across the 

university. Failure to elevate marketing to the executive level could result in fewer 

students attending the university, which is significant because of the tight budgets that 

regional public universities face and predicted enrollment challenges (AACU, 2018; 

Barshay, 2018; Grawe, 2018, 2019; Kline, 2019; Maxium & Muro, 2020). Ultimately, 

regional public universities must act nimbly and creatively to market the university to 

attract prospective students, and this is incredibly difficult to do without university 

marketing officers represented at the executive level. 

A final implication based on the study findings is that universities must utilize 

data to enhance personalization in marketing efforts in order to create customized 

messages to prospective students. Based on the findings of this study, regional public 
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universities lack significant personalization in their marketing efforts. Participants 

indicated they were beginning to personalize marketing messages based on degree 

programs, where students were in the enrollment funnel, or their geographic location. 

The literature also supported a need to engage in customization and personalization, as 

traditional college-age university students are a digitally savvy group that highly 

values customized and personal experiences when making significant purchases 

(Fromm & Read, 2018; Halligan & Shah, 2009; Priporas et al., 2017). However, 

participants shared that using data to personalize marketing efforts was challenging 

because they did not have the staff to undertake this. This finding aligns with national 

data that suggested that university marketing teams had experienced stagnant staffing 

for several years and the demand for work exceeded the capacity of marketing teams 

(e.g., The Chronicle Insights Group, 2014; Simpson Scarborough, 2019). As such, the 

study findings suggest that it is difficult for marketing teams to utilize data to execute 

a comprehensive strategy of personalization in marketing messages, which can impact 

the ability of marketing teams to successfully recruit students.  

 Without utilizing multiple sources of data to create personalization in 

messages, regional public universities are forced to create blanket messages to 

prospective students that are static, vague, and do not apply to all students, which can 

create confusion or distrust of the brand (Bock et al., 2014; Royo-Vela & Hünermund, 

2016). Since regional public universities are predicted to face declining enrollments of 

approximately 11% of students (Barshay, 2018; Grawe, 2018, 2019), the ability to use 

data to personalize messages will be critical to engage with prospective students who 
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value such customization in order to ensure the institution can fully build an emotional 

connection with the students (Fromm & Read, 2018; Priporas et al., 2017; Tucciarone, 

2015, 2016).  

Utilizing data to create personalization in marketing is a specific internal 

process that universities can employ to help increase engagement and enrollment from 

prospective students in order to respond to external influences of declining budgets 

and competition for students (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). Without using data for 

enhanced personalization efforts, universities will continue creating generic messages 

that fall short of appealing to students, cause confusion among students, and limit the 

institution’s ability to compete for students (Kline, 2019; Musselin, 2018; Pucciarelli 

& Kaplan, 2016). The study findings suggest that failure of regional public 

universities to fully deploy data for personalization in marketing efforts creates a dire 

situation for universities, and without it, universities may struggle to create relevant 

marketing efforts and face difficulties in enrolling prospective students.   

Recommendations for Higher Education Practice 

 Utilizing the study findings, there are several recommendations for higher 

education practice that should be considered. The first recommendation is that the 

marketing office should heavily emphasize branding in university marketing plans in 

order to stand out and differentiate themselves from other universities. Multiple 

participants at the study institutions spoke of working with marketing agencies to 

revisit branding guidelines and messaging guidelines. Scholars argue that institutions 

with a strong brand are able to use branding efforts to build emotional connections 
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with students and use their brand to attract potential students (e.g., Belch et al., 2012; 

Bock et al., 2014; Mourad et al., 2010; Royo-Vela & Hünermund, 2016; Tucciarone, 

2015, 2016). As such, emphasizing brand in marketing materials may play a key role 

in helping regional public universities recruit prospective students. Several 

participants discussed they highlighted differentiators in marketing messages to 

prospective students. Some ways that participants discussed universities could 

consider differentiating is through specific programs, campus culture, or unique 

community partnerships. This coincided with Bock et al. (2014) who noted that 

through strong branding, universities were able to emphasize their unique ability to 

serve students and be perceived as the only university who could meet student needs.  

 National research suggests that universities still have work to do in developing 

their brand, as only 38% of marketers surveyed indicated the institution had defined its 

brand strategy and even fewer (31%) perceived the marketing office had authority 

over the institution’s brand (The Chronicle Insights Group, 2014). If the brand and key 

differentiators play a critical role in the marketing office’s success in marketing the 

institution as the literature suggests, then more regional public universities need to 

complete this work to gain a competitive advantage ahead of the enrollment cliff (e.g., 

Belch et al., 2012; Bock et al., 2014; Mourad et al., 2010; Royo-Vela & Hünermund, 

2016).  

When examining resource dependence theory, the theoretical framework that 

guided this study, it supports that universities must respond to threats, such as 

enrollment declines, by creating internal and external processes to combat them 



Texas Tech University, Carrie Phillips, May 2022 

 209 

(Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). One such process appears to be emphasizing brand efforts 

in university marketing materials to be perceived as distinctive by prospective 

students. If universities can show, through emphasizing brand, they are the only 

university who can deliver on specific student needs, the university may be more 

likely to recruit students in that area because the students perceive the university is the 

sole institution that can support their educational goals. Therefore, emphasizing 

branding from the marketing office serves a direct role in recruiting students and 

acquiring tuition revenue.   

A second recommendation for higher education practice is that regional public 

universities articulate the value of higher education when developing marketing plans 

as part of recruitment efforts. A total of eight participants noted that the value of 

higher education was being challenged, and the public questioned the worth of a 

university degree. However, only one participant discussed developing marketing 

messages to combat the perception. Possible approaches to articulate the value of a 

degree include collaboration between intuitions, testimonials about the worth of a 

degree, or an enhanced focus on the return on investment.  

While some universities have tried to show value through combining programs 

or offering internships, national research suggests universities still have work to do in 

articulating their value, as audiences appear divided over whether higher education 

should prepare students for a specific career or prepare students to think critically 

(Grawe, 2018; Heimlich, 2011; Pasquerella, 2019; Quinn, 2019). Additionally, with 

college and university costs having tripled in the last 20 years, regional public 



Texas Tech University, Carrie Phillips, May 2022 

 210 

universities must clearly articulate the advantage a university education offers to 

prospective students over other educational pathways and the benefits regional public 

universities provide students if institutions hope to convince students attending a 

university is worth the investment (College Board, 2020; Lucas, 2006; Marcus, 2017; 

Ulmer, 2018).  

Drawing upon resource dependence theory, the external environment of higher 

education is impacting universities in their acquisition of resources (Pfeffer & 

Salancik, 1978). With higher education being questioned, universities must combat 

this directly through marketing efforts about the value of a university degree to 

minimize the environmental impact when recruiting students (Pfeffer & Salancik, 

1978). Therefore, a university marketing plan that focuses on the value of higher 

education supports the university in its attempt to mitigate enrollment declines and 

recruit prospective students.  

A third recommendation for higher education practice is that universities use 

marketing efforts to cultivate new audiences of prospective students. Multiple 

participants at the study institutions spoke of beginning marketing efforts aimed at 

growing new audiences of prospective students. Scholars argue that institutions need 

to diversity their portfolio of students and secure new audiences of prospective 

students ahead of the enrollment cliff to avoid financial failure (Grawe, 2018, 2021). 

Some of the audiences that participants discussed cultivating through marketing 

efforts were military students, transfer students, and adult learners. Additionally, the 

participants provided some ways that institutions could consider enhancing marketing 
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efforts to these groups including offering special discounts, providing targeted 

scholarships, and customizing advising programs.  

Additionally, resource dependence theory provides insight into the importance 

of this recommendation. Regional public universities are expected to face declines 

upwards of 11% during the enrollment cliff, and a critical way that universities can 

change their current external environment is through expanding the types of students 

they recruit (Barshay, 2018; Grawe, 2018, 2019; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). By putting 

internal processes in place such as marketing efforts to cultivate new audiences of 

prospective students, they are able to lessen the number of traditional undergraduate 

students needed to meet their financial obligations. As such, using marketing efforts to 

cultivate new audiences of prospective students serves as way that universities may be 

able to meet enrollment goals if traditional students decline as predicted.  

 Having the university marketing team represented at the executive level by 

being part of the president’s cabinet and reporting directly to the president is another 

recommendation for higher education practice. Almost half of study institutions were 

structured this way, and participants who reported to the president and sat on the 

president’s cabinet noted that the marketing office was included in more widespread 

discussions about the institution and had more context on university decisions. This 

coincided with national data that suggested only about half of institutions included the 

chief marketing officer as a member of the executive leadership team at the university 

(Simpson Scarborough, 2019). Additionally, scholars argued that marketing was not 
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represented in all aspects of university decisions and was primarily involved in 

discussions regarding promotion (Bailey, 2017).  

When considering the study’s theoretical framework, resource dependence 

theory, it supports that universities would create internal structures and processes to 

mitigate declines in enrollment (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). One such internal structure 

could be elevating the marketing office to be represented at the executive level. 

Having marketing represented at the executive level also suggests to the university 

community the importance of marketing and could help in generating buy-in for 

broader marketing efforts. As such, having marketing teams represented at the 

executive level by reporting to the president and sitting on the president’s cabinet 

equips the marketing team to better execute their role of advancing the university and 

recruiting prospective students.  

 A final recommendation for higher education practice is that universities 

should utilize data to enhance personalization in marketing efforts to prospective 

students. Multiple participants spoke of beginning to personalize marketing messages 

to prospective students with information about academic majors, enrollment steps, and 

information about their geographic location. Scholars argue that customization and 

personalization are key decision-making factors for significant purchases made by 

traditional college-age students (e.g., Fromm & Read, 2018; Halligan & Shah, 2009; 

Priporas et al., 2017). As such, embracing data for personalization in marketing 

materials may play a crucial role in helping regional public universities recruit 

prospective students.  
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Several participants also indicated that focusing on specific academic majors 

helped the study institution better communicate key differentiators in those areas. This 

aligns with Bock et al. (2014) and Tucciarone (2015, 2016) who argued that 

emphasizing differentiators helped universities communicate they were the only entity 

that could meet a student’s needs and helped students emotionally connect with the 

university. With regional public universities expecting to see drastic enrollment 

declines of upwards of 11% (Barshay, 2018; Grawe, 2018, 2019), utilizing data for 

personalization in marketing can help in building an emotional connection with 

prospective students and may be necessary if universities hope to minimize enrollment 

declines.    

Resource dependence theory also provides insight into this recommendation. 

Utilizing data to support personalization is a key process that universities, who are 

dependent upon student enrollment, can employ across the organization to help 

mitigate external influences and increase engagement and enrollment from prospective 

students, who have shown they value and expect tailored messages (Fromm & Read, 

2018; Halligan & Shah, 2009; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978; Priporas et al., 2017). By 

employing a strategy of utilizing data to create personalization in marketing, 

universities can craft messages that relate to each specific student and their journey 

with the university, further helping to build an emotional connection with prospective 

students (Tucciarone, 2015, 2016). Therefore, utilizing a strategy like employing data 

for personalization efforts plays a crucial part in helping universities support their 

enrollment objectives.    
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Recommendations for Future Research 

This study focused on 15 regional public universities in one region, the 

Southeast U.S. A qualitative case study that explores chief marketing officers’ 

perceptions at institutions in other geographic regions could provide additional 

learnings. By including various geographic regions, a study could explore how chief 

marketing officers’ perceptions of the enrollment cliff differ by region. Given that 

different regions face varying degrees of declining enrollment in the enrollment cliff, a 

study that explored the differences by region could offer useful insights. Another study 

could use participants at a broader institution type than just regional public universities 

to see if and how chief marketing officers’ perceptions of the enrollment cliff varied 

by institution type. By exploring how community colleges, land-grant institutions, and 

private university marketing offices are preparing for the enrollment cliff, a more 

complete understanding of the enrollment cliff and its impact across higher education 

could be obtained.  

The study is also limited because participants were selected for their ability to 

provide perceptions and insight about marketing as it relates to the enrollment cliff. 

However, they may not have been aware of all marketing-related activities, 

communication, strategies, and long-term plans at their institution. With many 

individuals across the university involved in marketing efforts, a future study that 

attempts to understand perceptions and experiences regarding the enrollment cliff 

from a wider university community could yield more thorough insights. Additionally, 

with not all marketing offices represented at the executive level, a prospective study 
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that includes the university president, the cabinet, and other campus leadership could 

add significant insight to the discussion on marketing strategies to prepare for the 

enrollment cliff.  

The impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic also limited this research. Due to the 

pandemic, Institutional Review Board approval could not be obtained to visit all 

locations in the study. Instead, video interviews were utilized with each participant in 

their natural setting. However, because the researcher could not be at each study 

location, it was challenging to fully observe the study environment and understand 

how the study environment impacted the study. A future study that fully explored the 

enrollment cliff could benefit from full observation of participants’ natural settings 

and might provide additional insight into how universities are planning for the 

enrollment cliff.    

The current study only explored chief marketing officers’ perceptions of the 

enrollment cliff from a qualitative perspective. A quantitative study that examines how 

marketing offices are preparing for the enrollment cliff could provide additional 

understandings. By utilizing surveying, a larger sample of chief marketing officers 

could be engaged to gain a broader understanding of their perceptions related to the 

enrollment cliff. The anonymous nature of quantitative research could also be an 

advantage, as participants might be more willing to share about their experiences. A 

quantitative analysis of collected data could provide additional insight into how 

marketing officers perceive their efforts could help universities in overcoming the 

enrollment cliff.  
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Another future study could involve a mixed-methods approach that explores 

perceptions of chief marketing officers about the enrollment cliff. When considering a 

future mixed-methods study, using the quantitative element to narrow the topic could 

allow for more intentional research questions as part of the qualitative component. 

Such an approach could result in the most thorough understanding of chief marketing 

officers’ perceptions of how regional public universities are preparing for the 

enrollment cliff.  

Conclusion 

As the number of traditional college-age students, those 18-24-years old, is 

predicted to decline by more than 400,000 students after 2025, universities must be 

aware of the impending challenges resulting from the enrollment cliff (Bransberger et 

al., 2020). Because higher education institutions depend heavily on enrollment for 

tuition dollars, the enrollment cliff will potentially result in a significant loss in 

revenue for colleges and universities and may force some institutions to close (AACU, 

2018; Kline, 2019; Quinn, 2019).  

The purpose of this study was to explore how chief marketing officers at 

regional public universities in the Southeast U.S. were preparing for the enrollment 

cliff that is predicted to affect higher education organizations between 2025-2037. Of 

specific interest were what strategies chief marketing officers and their marketing 

departments were using to prepare for the enrollment cliff, the challenges and 

opportunities they identified that marketing departments could address, and their 

recommendations for how colleges and universities could leverage their marketing 
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efforts to help address the forthcoming enrollment crisis. The study findings may help 

marketing officers better understand how to leverage marketing when facing a crisis, 

such as an enrollment downturn. Additionally, the findings aim to offer insight to 

university leaders on best practices within marketing to mitigate enrollment declines.  

This qualitative study used a collective case study research design to explore 

how chief marketing officers at regional public universities in the Southeast U.S. are 

preparing for the enrollment cliff. Additionally, the study was conducted through the 

lens of the constructivist paradigm, which seeks to understand the world through the 

lens of the participants’ realities and experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; 

Creswell & Poth, 2018; Patton, 2015). The study was conducted at 15 randomly 

selected regional public universities. Participants were chosen using purposeful 

sampling. The data collection involved gathering information through the researcher, 

semi-structured interviews, document analysis, and reflexive journaling. Once the data 

was collected, it was analyzed through a data analysis spiral. Both open coding and 

axial coding were used to determine the key themes that emerged from the study.  

The study results indicated that chief marketing officers perceived the role of 

the marketing office has changed significantly, and their office was responsible for 

more day-to-day marketing tasks including aiding in recruitment, advancing the brand, 

and developing marketing strategies and content. The findings also indicated several 

challenges that universities must overcome including the value of higher education 

being questioned, fewer students and demographic shifts, managing change and 

workloads and garnering buy-in, and the need to prioritize certain academic programs. 
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The findings also highlighted ways that marketing could mitigate enrollment declines, 

including an emphasis on brand positioning, targeting specific populations of students, 

and cultivating new audiences. The results of this study also showed that chief 

marketing officers perceived there were a plethora of marketing tools that should be 

utilized in an effective marketing mix.  

The role of the university president in supporting marketing was another key 

finding in ensuring marketing was represented at the executive level. The findings also 

suggested that universities must embrace differentiation and employing data where 

possible to make better marketing decisions. Finally, a number of implications and 

recommendations were provided to assist chief marketing officers and university 

leadership in their efforts to utilize marketing to overcome the impending enrollment 

cliff.    
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Appendix A  

 

Institutional Review Board Approval  

  
 

Mar 29, 2021 2:04:44 PM CDT  
 

Stephanie Jones  
Educational Psychology Leaders  
 

Re: IRB2021-157 Exploration of Chief Marketing Officers Perceptions of 
Marketing Strategies to Address the Enrollment Cliff of 2025-2037  
 

Findings: Category 2 - Exempt Limited Review has been selected for this study. 
Best wishes on your dissertation research.  
 In-person research activities (recruitment, consent, data collection, analysis) with a 
participant or another research team member cannot resume until you have 
approval from the Office of Research & Innovation. The application for this request 
can be found at https://ttu.infoready4.com/#competitionDetail/1812871 . For 
updates to COVID-19 visit the HRPP webpage. www.hrpp.ttu.edu 

 
Dear Dr. Stephanie Jones, Carrie Phillips:  
 

A Texas Tech University IRB reviewer has approved the proposal 
referenced above within the limited review category of:  
Category 2.(iii). Research that only includes interactions involving 
educational tests (cognitive, diagnostic, aptitude, achievement), survey 
procedures, interview procedures, or observation of public behavior 
(including visual or auditory recording) if at least one of the following 
criteria is met:  
The information obtained is recorded by the investigator in such a 
manner that the identity of the human subjects can readily be 
ascertained, directly or through identifiers linked to the subjects, and an 
IRB conducts a limited IRB review to make the determination required 
by §46.111(a)(7).  
 

https://ttu.infoready4.com/#competitionDetail/1812871
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The determination was made on March 29, 2021. Annual review is not 
required, and no expiration date will be listed on your letter.  
 

The research must follow Texas Tech University’s Operating 
Procedures, the Belmont Report, and 45 CFR 46. If changes to the 
approved protocol occur, a Modification Submission must be reviewed 
and approved by the IRB before implementation. Please be aware that 
changes to the research protocol may prevent the research from 
qualifying for exempt review and require submission of a new IRB 
application or other materials to the Texas Tech University IRB.  
 

A goal of the IRB is to prevent negative occurrences during any research 
study. However, despite our best intent, unforeseen circumstances or 
events may arise during the research. If a deviation, unanticipated 
problem or adverse event happens during your research, please notify 
the Texas Tech University, Human Research Protection Program as soon 
as possible (45 CFR 46). We will ask for a complete explanation of the 
event and for you to submit an Incident Submission in Cayuse IRB.  
 

Your study may be selected for a Post-Approval Monitoring (PAM). You 
will be notified if your study has been chosen for a PAM. A PAM 
investigator may request to observe your data collection procedures, 
including the consent process.  
 

Once your research is complete and no identifiable data remains, please 
use a Closure Submission to archive this study. IRBs that remain active 
are subject to audit by the IRB.  
Sincerely,  
 

  
Kelly Cukrowicz, Ph.D.  
Chair Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board  
Professor, School of Veterinary Medicine  
Human Research Protection Program  
357 Administration Building  
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Lubbock, Texas 79409-1075  
T 806.742.2064  
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Appendix B 

Email Script for Potential Participants 

 

 

Dear _______________: 

 

My name is Carrie Phillips, and I am currently a doctoral candidate at Texas Tech 

University in the Higher Education Administration program.  

 

I am conducting a study that explores how chief marketing officers at regional public 

universities in the Southeast U.S. are preparing for the impending enrollment cliff that 

is predicted to affect higher education organizations between 2025-2037. In addition, I 

am interested in strategies chief marketing officers and their marketing departments 

are using to prepare for the enrollment cliff, the challenges and opportunities they 

identify that marketing departments can address, and their recommendations for how 

colleges and universities can leverage their marketing departments to help address this 

impending enrollment crisis. For the purposes of this study, enrollment cliff is defined 

as the prediction that there will be approximately 400,000 fewer college-age students 

in the U.S. beginning in 2025 and extending through 2037. 

 

The inclusion criteria to participate in this study are that you are the chief marketing 

officer at your current institution and have been in this position for at least one year 

and are familiar with your institution’s marketing efforts. Additional details about this 

study are provided in the attached Information Sheet. 

 

If you are willing to participate in this study, your participation will involve a 60-

minute recorded interview that will be conducted through Webex or via telephone. 

The interview will be conducted on a day and time that are convenient for you. You 

will have the opportunity to review a transcript of your interview to make any 

additional comments or edits. In addition, I would like to obtain any documents you 

would be willing to share regarding how your college is preparing for the enrollment 

cliff.  

 

If you are willing to participate in this study or have any questions, please let me 

know. If you choose to participate, please provide your preferred method of 

communication in your email response. If you prefer to communicate about the study 

via telephone, I can be reached at 479-567-7587.  

 

You may also contact Dr. Stephanie J. Jones, who is supervising this research study, at 

806-834-1380 or via email at stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu. If you have additional 

questions regarding research protocols for this study, you may contact Texas Tech’s 

Human Resources Protection Program at 806-834-2285 or HRPP@ttu.edu 

 

mailto:stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu
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Your participation in this study will provide valuable insight into how university 

marketing officers are preparing for the enrollment cliff. As a thank you for your 

participation, you will receive a $25 Amazon gift card as a token of my appreciation 

for your time.  

 

Thank you again for your consideration. I look forward to connecting soon.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

Carrie Phillips  

Higher Education Administration Doctoral Candidate  

Texas Tech University  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Carrie Phillips, May 2022 

 239 

Appendix C 

 

Email Information Sheet  

 

What is this research studying?  

This study explores how chief marketing officers at regional public universities in the 

Southeast U.S. are preparing for the impending enrollment cliff that is predicted to 

affect higher education organizations between 2025-2037. Of interest are strategies 

chief marketing officers and their marketing departments are using to prepare for the 

enrollment cliff, the challenges and opportunities they identify that marketing 

departments can address, and their recommendations for how colleges and universities 

can leverage their marketing departments to help address this impending enrollment 

crisis. For the purposes of this study, enrollment cliff is defined as the prediction that 

there will be approximately 400,000 fewer college-age students in the U.S. beginning 

in 2025 and extending through 2037. 

 

What would I do if I participate?  

You will be asked to take part in a 60-minute recorded interview conducted via Webex 

or telephone. You will have the opportunity to review a transcript of your interview to 

make any additional comments or edits. In addition, you would be asked to provide 

any documents you would be willing to share regarding how your college is preparing 

for the enrollment cliff. As a thank you for your participation, you will receive a $25 

Amazon gift card as a token of appreciation for your time.  

 

Can I quit if I become uncomfortable?  

Yes, absolutely. Dr. Stephanie J. Jones and Texas Tech University’s Institutional 

Review Board have reviewed this research project and think you can participate 

comfortably. However, you can skip parts of the research you are not comfortable with 

and stop at any time. You will keep all the benefits of participating even if you stop. 

Participating is your choice. 

 

How long will participation take? 

The interview will take 60 minutes. 

 

How are you protecting privacy? 

Your name will not be linked to any material in reports, publications, or presentations. 

No one other than the researcher associated with this project will have access to the 

raw data. All related documentation will be stored in the researcher’s locked vehicle 

and on a password protected computer. 

 

What will happen to my data?  

Identifiers will be removed from the identifiable private information and after such 

removal the information could be used for future research studies or distributed to 
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another investigator for future research studies without additional informed consent 

from you or your legally authorized representative. 

 

What are the benefits and risks of participating in this research? 

There are no anticipated risks or benefits to your participation in this research. We 

appreciate your time and effort with this research study.   

 

I have some questions about this study. Who can I ask? 

The study is overseen by Dr. Stephanie J. Jones in the Texas Tech University College 

of Education. If you have questions, you can contact her at 806-834-1380 or via email 

at stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu.  

 

Texas Tech University also has a Board that protects the rights of people who 

participate in research. You can contact them at 806-742-2064 or hrpp@ttu.edu.  
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mailto:hrpp@ttu.edu
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Appendix D 

 

Follow Up Email Script 

Good morning!  

I hope you’re well. My name is Carrie Phillips, and I am a doctoral candidate at 
Texas Tech University.  

I emailed you earlier this week about participating in a study and wanted to 
follow up.  

I am working on my dissertation and am hoping to speak with you for about an 
hour. I hope to learn how you and your marketing team are preparing for the 
upcoming enrollment cliff. The conversation would be confidential and your 
name and institution would not be connected to the interview.  

Additionally, I hope to assess any related documents you might be willing to 
share like brand pillars, brand strategies, budgets, etc. Again, all these items 
would be confidential.  

As a thank you for your time, I would like to offer you a $25 Amazon gift card. 
More information about the study can be found in the attached information 
sheet.  

Thank you again for your consideration!  

Have a great week, 

Carrie 
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Appendix E 

Administrative Email Script 

 

Good morning!  

  

I hope you’re well.  

 

I had reached out to XXX about participating in this study, but I hadn’t heard back. 

Would you be able to assist in setting up a time in the next couple of weeks we could 

visit?  

I am working on my dissertation and am hoping to speak with XXX for about an hour. 

I hope to learn how the marketing team at XXX is preparing for the upcoming 

enrollment cliff. The conversation would be confidential, and XXX’s name and 

institution would not be connected to the interview.  

Additionally, I hope to analyze any related documents XXX might be willing to share 

like brand pillars, brand strategies, budgets, etc. Again, all these items would be 

confidential.  

As a thank you for XXXX’s time, I would like to offer a $25 Amazon gift card. More 

information about the study can be found in the attached information sheet.  

Thank you again for your consideration!  

Have a great week, 

Carrie 
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Appendix F 

Administrative Follow Up Email Script 

 

Good morning!  

  

I hope you’re well.  

 

I wanted to follow up to see if you’d been able to connect with XXX about 

participating in this study?  

I am working on my dissertation and am hoping to speak with XXX for about an hour. 

I hope to learn how the marketing team at XXX are preparing for the upcoming 

enrollment cliff. The conversation would be confidential, and XXX’s name and 

institution would not be connected to the interview.  

Additionally, I hope to analyze any related documents XXX might be willing to share 

like brand pillars, brand strategies, budgets, etc. Again, all these items would be 

confidential.  

As a thank you for XXXX’s time, I would like to offer a $25 Amazon gift card. More 

information about the study can be found in the attached information sheet.  

Thank you again for your consideration!  

Have a great week, 

Carrie 
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Appendix G 

Interview Protocol for Interviews 

 

Interview Protocol Project: How Chief Marketing Officers are Preparing for an 

Enrollment Cliff  

 

Date of Interview: ____________________________  

 

 

Time of Interview: ____________________________  

 

 

Place of Interview: ____________________________  

 

 

Interviewer: Carrie Phillips  

 

 

Pseudonym: ____________________________  

 

 

Thank you for taking the time to meet with me. I appreciate it. The purpose of this 

study is to examine how chief marketing officers at regional public universities in the 

Southeast U.S. are preparing for the enrollment cliff. The enrollment cliff is defined as 

the projection that there will be significantly fewer college-age students in the U.S., 

beginning in 2025 and extending through 2037. The goal is to explore what strategies 

institutions are using to prepare. Additionally, the research aims to understand what 

chief marketing officers perceive as the most significant challenges and opportunities 

in preparing for this cliff. The hope is this study will lead to new learnings and insights 

that may assist other institutions in preparing for the enrollment cliff. Additionally, 

those learnings may also benefit other university audiences. 

 

This interview is part of a dissertation at Texas Tech University, and the study 

received Institutional Review Board approval on Tuesday, March 30 through the 

Exempt Limited category. As such, your responses will be analyzed and utilized to 

help advance the marketing profession by contributing to the body of literature 

available for marketing professionals. Another essential item to note is that I will 

make sure your identity will be protected in this research. You will have a pseudonym 

in place of your name. Your pseudonym will not be connected with your interview 

transcript, and at no time will your real name be associated with the data you provide. 

At this time, what pseudonym would you like to use?  Also, your institution will be 

identified by a pseudonym. For example, your institution will be referred to as 

University A, University B, etc.  
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Before we begin the interview, I have a couple of final reminders. First, your 

participation in this study is voluntary. Second, questions can be skipped, and we can 

stop the interview process at any time if needed. Do you have any questions about 

this? If you do not have any questions, may I record the video and audio for my 

notes?... Thank you, I will begin recording now.   

 

1. As the chief marketing officer at your institution, what do you perceive your 

role entails?  

 

 

2. Out of those aspects you mentioned, do you perceive that one aspect is most 

important? If so, which one?  

 

 

3. Are there aspects of your role that you perceive you should be included in, but 

you are not included in? If so, which parts? 

 

 

4. How has your role as a marketing officer changed in the last five years? Ten 

years?  

 

 

5. What do you perceive are the biggest challenges to preparing for the 

enrollment cliff?  

 

 

6. Can you elaborate on why you perceive that X is a challenge?  

 

 

7. What strategies have you implemented to attempt to mitigate these challenges?  

 

 

8. Have those strategies been successful? Can you elaborate on that?  

 

 

9. What do you perceive are the most critical ways marketing efforts could help 

prepare for the enrollment cliff? 

 

 

10. Can you elaborate on why you perceive that X is the most critical way 

marketing could help prepare for the enrollment cliff?  
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11. Are there other ways you think marketing could help institutions prepare for 

the enrollment cliff? If so, could you elaborate?  

 

 

12. What strategies is your team implementing to prepare for the enrollment cliff?  

 

 

13. How did you decide to utilize these particular strategies to prepare for the 

enrollment cliff?  

 

 

14. Are there other strategies you considered but did not implement? If so, why did 

you choose not to implement those strategies?  

 

 

15. That concludes my formal questions for our time together. Is there anything 

additional you would like to add, or is there anything you thought I would ask, 

but I did not ask it? 

 
 

Thank you for your time. I appreciate it and have learned much about how you and 

your institution are preparing for the enrollment cliff. I will be sending you a transcript 

within two weeks to allow you to edit or clarify any responses. After completing the 

first draft of the findings, would you mind if I send the findings to you? I would like 

for you to review them to make sure I understood your comments and make sure the 

findings seem appropriate based on our conversation. 

 

I would also like to gain any documents you might have that you would be willing to 

share that provide insight into how your institution is preparing for the enrollment 

cliff. Much like this interview, your documents will be redacted with identifying 

information. Sample documents could entail brand pillars, marketing strategy 

documents, marketing plans, or emails. Would you be willing to provide me with any 

documents you may have? 

 

Thank you. Here is my contact information where you can email those. I will follow 

up with a reminder as well, as I know you’re very busy.  

 

Thank you again and have a great rest of your week. 
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Appendix H 

Audit Trail  

Reference # Participant Data Source  Line Number 

1 Paul Transcript 70-72 

2 Blake Transcript 94-96 

3 Lena  Transcript  45-50 

4 Evan Transcript 136-138 

5 Paul Transcript 76-84 

6 Evan  Transcript 130-133 

7 Tammy  Transcript 73-76 

8 Mack Transcript 52-57 

9 Ricky  Transcript 23-25 

10 Beth Transcript 37 

11 Tammy  Transcript 432-435 

12 Melvin Transcript 31-35 

13 Lena  Transcript 21-24 

14 Jim Transcript 37-41 

15 Brad Transcript 53-58 

16 Paul  Transcript 31-33 

17 Blake Transcript 28-32 

18 Beth Transcript 206-209 

19 Paul Document 1 

20 Beth Document  6 

21 Blake Document 4 

22 Paul Transcript 84-86 

23 Blake Document 4 

24 Melvin Transcript 11-18 

25 Brad  Transcript 19-24 

26 Lena  Transcript 11-15 

27 Aaron Transcript 11-13 

28 Aaron Transcript 13-18 

29 Alexandria Transcript 264-267 

30 Melvin Transcript 132-136 
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31 Blake Transcript 243-246 

32 Aaron Document 3 

33 Aaron Document 3 

34 Beth Document 11 

35 Mack Document  2 

36 Tammy  Transcript 232-239 

37 Alexandria Document 1 

38 Jim Transcript 12-17 

39 Ricky  Transcript 12-15 

40 Mandy Transcript 11-13 

41 Brad Transcript 13-18 

42 Mack Transcript 17-20 

43 Paul Document 34 

44 Brad Document  5 

45 Aaron Transcript 24-29 

46 Brad Document 2 

47 Mandy Transcript 68-72 

48 Ricky  Transcript 86-88 

49 Beth Transcript 62-63 

50 Lena  Transcript 33-39 

51 Beth Transcript 68-74 

52 Tosha Transcript 158-163 

53 Aaron Transcript 193-195 

54 Alexandria Transcript 101-105 

55 Lena  Transcript 141-145 

56 

Mandy, 

Beth, and 

Melvin Transcript 66-68; 87-92; 177-180 

57 Paul Transcript 309-311 

58 Melvin Transcript 126-131 

59 Tammy  Transcript 126-139 

60 Ricky  Transcript 81-83 

61 Tosha  Transcript 490-497 

62 Aaron Transcript 195-197 

63 Paul Transcript 312-323 
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64 Lena  Transcript 78-83 

65 Aaron Transcript 248-255 

66 Lena  Transcript 93-98 

67 
Aaron & 

Blake Transcript 
255-261; 306-312 

68 Brad Transcript 122-125 

69 Evan  Transcript 174-178 

70 Alexandria Transcript 131-135 

71 Brad Transcript 127-135 

72 Alexandria Transcript 194-198 

73 Mandy Transcript 75-79 

74 Aaron Transcript 186-192 

75 Aaron Transcript 175-177 

76 Tammy  Transcript 306-307 

77 Jim Transcript 372-375 

78 Blake Transcript 431-433 

79 Tosha Transcript 416-420 

80 
Brad & 

Mandy  Transcript 24-27; 353-358 

81 Brad Transcript 24-27 

82 Mandy Transcript 353-358 

83 Beth Transcript 150-154 

84 Tammy  Transcript 272-278 

85 
Melvin; 

Evan Transcript 376-383; 356-259 

86 Melvin Transcript 376-383 

87 Evan  Transcript 356-259 

88 Brad  Transcript 202-204 

89 Tammy  Transcript 295-296 

90 Paul Notes  5 

91 Blake Transcript 102-104 

92 Melvin Transcript 115-118 

93 Mandy Transcript 294-301 

94 Brad Transcript 450-461 

95 Beth Transcript 25-32 

96 Tammy  Transcript 51-55 
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97 Aaron Transcript 225-233 

98 Ricky  Transcript 165-169 

99 Mandy Transcript 246-250 

100 Aaron Transcript 218-221 

101 Mack Transcript 75-80 

102 Lena  Document 4 

103 
Mack, 

Brad, Evan Transcript 

171-173; 206-210; 334-

341 

104 Evan  Transcript 334-341 

105 Melvin Transcript 140-149 

106 Brad Transcript 173-181 

107 Melvin Transcript 150-152 

108 Ricky  Transcript 394-397 

109 Aaron Transcript 288-291 

110 Evan  Transcript 161-168 

111 Brad Transcript 170-173 

112 Brad Document 5 

113 Paul Transcript 141-148 

114 Mack Transcript 192-198 

115 Paul; Mack  Transcript 166-169; 192-198 

116 Mack Transcript 444-449 

117 Paul Transcript 129-134 

118 Brad Transcript 239-244 

119 Paul Transcript 249-253 

120 
Brad; 

Tosha  Document; Transcript 7; 105-112 

121 Tosha Transcript 105-112 

122 Brad Transcript 75-82 

123 Alexandria Transcript 89-93 

124 Alexandria Transcript 199-202 

125 Mack Transcript 250-254 

126 Blake Transcript 325-330 

127 Aaron Transcript 394-399 

128 

Tammy; 

Blake; 

Mack  Transcript 

146-152; 336-341; 466-

469 
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129 Tammy  Transcript 146-152 

130 Blake Transcript 336-341 

131 Mandy Transcript 134-144 

132 

Alexandria; 

Melvin; 

Aaron Transcript 

159-161; 191-200; 399-

400 

133 Aaron Transcript 403-411 

134 Beth Transcript 93-99 

135 Ricky  Transcript 192-197 

136 Ricky  Transcript 235-239 

137 
Paul; Beth; 

Jim  Transcript 

313-323; 104-106; 127-

131 

138 Aaron Document  4 

139 Mack Transcript 198-201 

140 
Alexandria; 

Mandy Transcript 86-88; 85-90 

141 Tosha Transcript 178-181 

142 Ricky; Jim Transcript 206-209; 132-136 

143 Jim  Transcript 132-136 

144 Tosha Transcript 290-292 

145 Paul Transcript 260-265 

146 Aaron Transcript 153-157 

147 Tammy  Transcript 357-361 

148 Lena  Transcript 250-253 

149 Blake Transcript 276-279 

150 Ricky Document 3 

151 Alexandria Transcript 312-318 

152 

Evan; 

Brad; 

Tosha Transcript 195-201; 265-269; 96-97 

153 Brad  Transcript 265-269 

154 Evan Transcript 195-201 

155 Ricky Document  3 

156 Aaron Transcript 153-157 

157 Tosha Transcript 299-206 

158 Tosha Transcript 299-206 
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159 Evan Transcript 303-308 

160 Tammy  Transcript 186-192 

161 Alexandria Transcript 231 

162 
Mandy; 

Mack Transcript 203-210; 173-175 

163 Mandy Transcript 203-210 

164 Brad Document 8 

165 
Ricky; 

Evan Transcript 143-146; 192-195 

166 Ricky Transcript 143-146 

167 Evan Transcript 192-195 

168 Jim Transcript 265-267 

169 Aaron Transcript 104-110 

170 Paul Document 26 

171 Mandy Transcript 186-193 

172 
Mack; 

Brad Transcript 267-270; 403-404 

173 Brad Transcript 403-405 

174 Lena  Transcript 158-162 

175 Jim Transcript 298-303 

176 Tammy  Transcript 193-197 

177 
Jim; 

Melvin Transcript 350-353; 261-264 

178 Tammy  Transcript 200-205 

179 Brad Document 7 

180 Tosha Transcript 137-138 

181 
Ricky; 

Lena; Brad  

Transcript; Transcript; 

Document  463-466; 246-249; 5  

182 Ricky Transcript 463-466 

183 Lena  Transcript 246-249 

184 Mack Transcript 352-354 

185 Ricky Transcript 477-482 

186 Alexandria Transcript 371-375 

187 Mandy Transcript 342-245 

188 Tammy  Transcript 89-98 

189 Evan Transcript 283-286 
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190 Aaron Transcript 72-81 

191 Alexandria Transcript 40-42 

192 

Evan, 

Mandy, 

Tosha Transcript 220-223; 44-51; 566-570 

193 Jim Transcript; Document 63-68; 1 

194 
Blake; 

Beth Transcript 62-73; 49-56 

195 Melvin Transcript 80-86 

196 Evan Transcript 288-292 

197 Melvin Transcript 140-149 

198 Aaron Transcript 446-454 

199 Ricky Document 3 

200 
Mack; 

Tosha Transcript 434-439; 506-513 

201 Mack Transcript 434-439 

202 Tosha Transcript 506-513 

203 

Alexandria, 

Ricky, 

Beth, Lena, 

Mandy, 

Blake, 

Melvin, 

Aaron, 

Brad, and 

Evan / Transcript 

181-183; 113-114; 178-

180; 261-262; 168-173; 

28-32; 50-55; 326-333; 

112-117; 273-276 

204 Lena  Transcript 266-269 

205 Brad Transcript 66-75 

206 Beth Transcript 178-180 

207 Melvin Transcript 50-55 

208 Mandy Transcript 140-150 

209 
Blake; 

Aaron Transcript 28-32; 326-333 

210 Aaron Transcript 326-333 

211 Ricky Transcript 260-262 
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