
The way students engage has evolved

Students are increasingly moving from “searching for links” to asking direct questions, 
expecting quick answers and relying more on peer validation than ads.

AEO is becoming a distinct 

lead source

Search behavior is shifting toward AI answers (ChatGPT/
Gemini/Perplexity-style flows). Around 30% of colleges are 

already treating Answer Engine Optimization (AEO) as a 
distinct source category, and the common pattern is FAQ-led 

pages with concise 40–60 word answers that AI systems can 
easily surface.

Direct sourcing is moving from 

“information” to “experience”

Static, brochure-style pages are increasingly supplemented by 
interactive experiences such as AI chatbots/virtual assistants 

(24/7 intent capture) and virtual tours, that let prospects 
engage instead of reading long-form copy.

B2B referrals are emerging as 

a high-intent pipeline

A consistent pattern is “feeder ecosystems” with hyper-local 
businesses (e.g., salons, small businesses, tech firms and 

other institutions) where working professionals are actively 
looking to upskill and enroll quickly.

Social media: volume vs. 

variety

Institutions maintain omnichannel presence for relevance 
(TikTok/Instagram, etc.), but Facebook continues to contribute 

the majority of lead volume (~80%) in many mixes.

Volume vs adoption, visualized
We plotted lead sources to understand the efficiency “sweet spot.”

Source Efficiency Matrix
Y-AXIS: TOTAL LEAD VOLUME % | X-AXIS: INSTITUTIONAL ADOPTION %

THE WINNER
Direct-Organic stands out with high 
adoption (81%) and high volume (34%).
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Benchmarks by Institution Size

ENROLLMENT

< 200

Students

AVG VOLUME

3,090

TOP 5 SOURCES

Marketing Agency (51.2%)

Direct-Website (15.7%)

Inbound Calls (12.4%)

PPC 7.0% Outbound 6.9%

ENROLLMENT

200 - 500

Students

AVG VOLUME

7,899

TOP 5 SOURCES

Direct-Website (40.9%)

Direct-Organic (25%)

Inbound (11.2%)

Referral Sites 2.4% PPC 2.0%

ENROLLMENT

500 - 2,000

Students

AVG VOLUME

12,418

TOP 5 SOURCES

Google Ads PPC (50%)

Direct-Organic (14.2%)

Website (12.3%) Chatbot 3.4%

Personal Network 5.7%

ENROLLMENT

2,000+

Students

AVG VOLUME

76,241

TOP 5 SOURCES

Direct-Organic (33.9%)

PPC (20.2%) Social (11.5%)

B2B Referral 8.8%

Direct-Website 8.3%

THE TAKEAWAY

Smaller schools (<200 students) show heavier agency dependence (51.2%) and higher blended CPL risk; larger schools (2000+ students) show stronger 
“owned demand” via direct-organic (33.9%), typically lowering blended CPL.

What the 2026 playbook looks like
Stop optimizing for vanity metrics. Here are the strategies and reports you need to implement 

to stop the "Melt" and clean up your data.

The “Clean Data” Hierarchy
THE FOUNDATION

A recurring best practice is separating Source (platform/vendor), Medium (channel type), and Campaign (specific initiative).

Institutions with cleaner reporting typically restrict free-text inputs to reduce naming variants.

Level Definition Standardized Examples

Source The specific platform/vendor Google, Facebook, CommonApp, Niche, Referral

Medium The mechanism/channel type CPC, Organic_Search, Email, Chatbot

Campaign The specific initiative Fall_2025_Ug, MBA_Webinar_Oct24, Open_Day

Pro Tip: Lock these fields in your CRM. Do not allow free-text entry.

Beyond the first click
THE ATTRIBUTION FIX

Reporting is increasingly split into Primary Source (first touch) and Influenced Source (subsequent touchpoints before 
enrollment). This avoids under-crediting mid-funnel activities that materially improve conversion.

Sourced (Primary)

The first touchpoint that brought the lead into your DB.

Use for: Calculating Initial ROI

Influenced Source

Any touchpoint engaged with after becoming a lead.

Use for: Budget Allocation & Conversion Strategy

Pro Tip: Create a multi-select "Campaign History" object in your CRM to log every touchpoint.

Tracking the “Melt”
THE REALITY CHECK

In education admissions, “melt” refers to the drop-off between a student accepting an offer and actually enrolling. 
Common reports that can track the "melt" include:

Source Quality

Identify sources sending 1000s of leads but 0 apps.

Source -> Total leads -> % qualified -> % application started

2. Stage Velocity

Identify bottlenecks. Where do leads get stuck?

Average days taken from inquiry -> application submitted.

3. The “Melt”

Students who accepted but never paid. Group by source.

% accepted offer vs % enrolled/paid.

4. Zero-Touch

Leads with 0 activities (often used for bulk cleanup and cost control).

Action: Bulk Archive to save CRM costs.

From Uncertainty to Opportunity: 

The New Rules of Student Engagement
We analyzed data points across institutions to understand how 
students actually enroll in 2025 and what’s changed in the 
acquisition playbook
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