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Bringing in the Class:  
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With the arrival of March, admissions and enrollment 

leaders reach an interesting time of year as work and 

thoughts are focused both on yield activities to enroll 

the next class and also on plans for the upcoming re-

cruitment cycle. Typical questions include: Are our en-

rollment numbers where we need them to be? What do 

we need to do to decrease summer melt? What were our 

wins this past year? What were our missed opportuni-

ties? And, perhaps most important, what are we going 

to do next year?

“Bringing in the class” is becoming an increasingly 

challenging task as admissions and enrollment leaders 

grapple with how to meet institutional and departmen-

tal enrollment goals while attending to external and 

internal factors that oȪen are beyond their control. 
Perhaps one of the biggest external factors with which 

institutions have to contend is the change in the popu-

lation of high school graduates. Nationally, the overall 

number of high school graduates is decreasing, and the 

demographics of those graduating are becoming more 

diverse as the numbers of students of color and Ĳrst-
generation college students increase (Bransberger and 

Michelau 2016). As a result, competition for students 
is increasing, and some institutions may have to adapt 

their strategies and tactics. Internal institutional factors, 

such as lack of open communication and siloed struc-

tures, add to the complexity of the enrollment puzzle. 

The current case study explores the journey that the 

University of Utah’s Oȯce of Admissions embarked 
upon over the past several years in order to strengthen 

campus partnerships as a means of meeting institu-

tional enrollment goals. The study describes diȬerent 
approaches the Oȯce of Admissions took to enhance its 
support of campus partners and their recruitment and 

yield eȬorts as well as to increase the transparency and 
sharing of enrollment-related information.

The Campus Context

There was a time when institutional factors included 

a fairly decentralized campus, vague enrollment goals 

of “more, better, and diverse,” and ĳat budgets. Con-

versations about enrollment seemed to focus mostly 

on recruitment and what the Oȯce of Admissions was 
doing. Not surprisingly, conversations with colleagues 

at other institutions revealed that many could relate to 

institutional factors that inĳuence enrollment eȬorts. 
Yet over the past several years, the Oȯce of Admis-
sions at the University of Utah has witnessed increased 

interest across campus in how to positively inĳuence 
enrollment, in terms of both recruitment and retention.

This new interest is a result of several changes that 

occurred at the institution at about the same time, in-

cluding changes in leadership at the executive level; 

joining the PAC 12 conference (a collegiate athletic con-

ference competing at the Division I level); and a move to 
performance-based budgeting. Leadership changes and 
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joining the PAC 12 renewed the focus on certain key 
enrollment measures, including new student and overall 

enrollment as well as retention and graduation rates. 

An example of how this renewed focus aȬected the col-
leges and departments was the addition of performance 

measures in the budgeting process: College and depart-

ment budgets were no longer based solely on overall 

enrollment, but a portion was based on the success (as 

measured by retention and graduation) of the students 
enrolled. Thus, interest increased across campus not 

only in identiȫing and enrolling more students, but also 
in retaining and graduating more students. Institutional 

processes changed—including admissions’ move to a ho-

listic approach and scholarship awards with diȬerent 
types and numbers available. The Oȯce of Admissions 
also implemented a customer relationship management 

(CRM) system and a document imaging system. These 
two systems increased the oȯce’s ability to communi-
cate with and share information about the students be-

ing recruited to the institution. The campus also sought 

to increase retention and graduation rates through the 

creation of new programs such as Student Success Ad-

vocates, which helps students explore and clariȫ their 
college journey, overcome academic challenges, and uti-

lize campus resources. Slowly, parts of campus were be-

ginning to embrace a strategic enrollment management 

(SEM) approach to help students access and progress 
through the university (and thereby increase their suc-

cess) while also meeting institutional enrollment goals.
College- and department-level interest in program-

speciĲc recruitment increased, as did the Oȯce of 
Admissions’ eȬorts. As DeHaemers and Sandlin (2015) 
suggest, it is important for the admissions oȯce to lead 
by example and share information as well as receive 

feedback in the partnership with key campus stakehold-

ers. This was an opportunity for the Oȯce of Admissions 
to continue sharing SEM principles of collaboration, the 

use of data to make strategic and tactical decisions, and 

its focus on student success as well as to further embed 

these principles into overall enrollment eȬorts. At the 
University of Utah, this was and continues to be a work 

in progress as entities across campus navigate a changing 

landscape in leadership, goals, and outcomes.

The University of Utah enrolls approximately 32,000 
students, 24,000 of them undergraduates. The univer-
sity comprises 18 individual colleges and many more 
enrichment programs, such as learning communities 

and scholar programs, many of which would like to 

enroll more students. The campus is fairly decentral-

ized—a fact that contributed to many of the challenges 

the Oȯce of Admissions encountered as it began to 
work more closely with campus partners. Among the 

key aspects of a decentralized campus that needed to 

be addressed were the silos that existed around cam-

pus. These hindered the sharing of data, information, 

resources, and ideas. It is important to note that as col-

laboration with campus partners increased, it became 

apparent that the Oȯce of Admissions also acted as a 
silo and needed to change.

Not surprisingly, there was wide variation both in 

the extent to which silos existed across campus and in 

recruitment eȬorts within each silo. This variation typi-
cally was tied to the amount of resources campus part-

ners had to dedicate to their own recruitment eȬorts. 
Some partners had the Ĳnancial resources to hire staȬ 
to focus on recruitment and initiated some combination 

of their own marketing and communications, recruit-

ment and yield programs, and travel activities targeting 

prospective students. Other partners did not have the 

resources to hire new staȬ or to pursue new recruit-
ment activities. Yet they still felt a need for someone 

to oversee new student recruitment and added these 

responsibilities to existing staȬ members’ portfolios. 
Conversations with campus partners made it apparent 

that understanding of or training in recruitment prac-

tices varied among silos. This sometimes resulted in 

duplication of eȬorts—as, for example, in sending staȬ 
to the same college fair or visiting the same high schools 

as admissions staȬ were without communicating about 
dates and times in order to avoid overlap. This was not 

an eȬective or eȯcient use of institutional resources 
and oȪen was confusing to prospective students.

Another inconsistency was in the variety of diȬerent 
admissions processes for programs at the academic col-

lege level that were not in sync with central admissions 

processes. For example, some programs asked students 
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to apply well before university admissions deadlines or 

sent oȬers of admission to the program before students 
had been admitted to the university. OȪen, programs 
asked students to send transcripts or other documenta-

tion they had already sent to the Oȯce of Admissions. 
This, too, created confusion as some students missed 

institutional admission deadlines because they believed 

they had already sent their documentation, not realizing 

that they had been sent to an academic college rather 

than the Oȯce of Admissions. When admissions pro-

cesses were not in sync, there were instances of students 

being admitted to a particular college program but not 

to the university. These types of experiences do not en-

dear the university to prospective students. Fortunately, 

there was a fairly consistent and growing desire across 

campus to improve or at least alleviate these types of 

issues as part of an eȬort to better serve prospective stu-

dents through the application and enrollment processes.

Becoming a Better Campus Partner

The Oȯce of Admissions took a hard look at what was 
being done that either helped or hindered campus part-

ners in their recruitment eȬorts. As a result of this ex-

amination as well as feedback ȩom campus partners, it 
was determined that a more active approach to collabo-

ration and greater transparency were needed. The oȯce 
engaged in more proactive conversations with campus 

partners in order to better understand their knowledge 

of recruitment and yield best practices, Ĳscal and per-
sonnel resources, and enrollment goals. Informed by 

this understanding, work with campus partners focused 

on three areas: training, consulting, and partnering.

For campus partners who wanted to start doing 

more with regard to recruitment but didn’t really know 

where to begin, training was provided on topics such 

as recruitment and yield processes; best practices at the 

institutional, college, and department levels; and what 

was being done by the Oȯce of Admission. The oȯce 
would work closely with these partners to develop key 

activities and events that would enhance recruitment. 

OȪen, campus partners were already holding events but 
weren’t focusing their outreach on prospective students. 

A subtle shiȪ in focus helped these partners understand 

the events’ potential impact on recruitment and enroll-

ment and, with support ȩom the Oȯce of Admissions, 
helped them achieve their desired results. Some campus 

partners already had a foundational understanding of 

recruitment but needed support to develop recruitment 

plans for their areas. With these partners, the oȯce 
took on a consulting role. More in-depth conversations 

focused on what the campus partner wanted to achieve 

in terms of new student enrollment and what resources 

they had available. Together, a plan focused primarily 

on marketing and communications eȬorts and recruit-
ment or yield events was developed. Finally, for partners 

with established recruitment eȬorts in place, the oȯce 
would collaborate in support of their eȬorts. OȪen this 
took the form of providing recruitment materials, pre-

senting and/or tabling at events, and loading their event 

data into the Oȯce of Admissions’ CRM system and 

then providing follow-up reports on campus partners’ 

interactions with prospective students.

Information Is Key

The sharing of information and data in a timely manner 

was also identiĲed as an area for improvement. Cam-

pus partners indicated that they wanted to be informed 

sooner what admissions would be doing throughout the 

year with regard to recruitment and yield activities, mar-

kets, and targeted student populations. They also wanted 

information about application and enrollment numbers, 

particularly as it pertained to their respective programs.

Sharing information is sometimes more easily said 

than done. It was not that the Oȯce of Admissions was 
unwilling to share information but rather that struc-

tures were not in place for doing so. For example, plan-

ning in the Oȯce of Admissions did not happen early 
in the cycle, and by the time the dates of recruitment 

programs were shared, campus partners had little lead 

time to secure staȯng and prepare for their roles. Pro-

viding application data was also a challenge as the Of-

Ĳce of Admissions struggled to get data that everyone 
could trust and easily understand. Data ȩom diȬerent 
sources that supposedly reported the same informa-

tion featured diȬerent numbers. Based on feedback and 
challenges related to information and data sharing, the 
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Oȯce of Admissions decided to focus on three aspects 
of information sharing: what, when, and how information 

was shared.

The Ĳrst area of focus was data collection and re-

porting. EȬorts were made to better understand why 
application and enrollment reports provided diȬerent 
numbers. In addition, attention was given to making 

the information easier to access and understand. Kilgore 

and Gage (2015) recommend that data be available in 
formats that can be interpreted easily, accurately, and 

in a timely manner:

Data stewards must be actively engaged in identiȫing data 
integrity issues, creating and updating data dictionaries, 

and developing/modiȫing SEM-related analytic and stra-
tegic reports. Due to the interrelatedness of the data in 

relational databases, none of these activities can be suc-
cessful if undertaken in silos. Silos oȪen lead to diȬerent 
units across the institution reporting diȬerent values for 
what should be the same data, because each unit is using 

a slightly diȬerent deĲnition and oȪen a diȬerent Ĳeld in 
the database ȩom which data is drawn. (442)

Upon closer examination of data collection and re-

porting processes, it was found that the diȬerent reports 
were being developed within silos, and slightly diȬerent 
deĲnitions were being utilized in the reports. For ex-

ample, when reporting ȩeshman application numbers, 
one report might include any applications that had been 

submitted regardless of whether an application fee had 

been paid whereas another might only report those for 

which the fee had been paid or waived. In response, at-

tention was given to clearly deĲning the types of data 
and reports that were desired as well as identiȫing a 
single source ȩom which data and reports could be 
pulled. This process initially involved enrollment man-

agement, the Oȯce of Admissions, Ĳnancial aid and 
scholarships, and university information technology, 

with other areas assisting as needed. A data warehouse 

was created to become the single source of data; the data 

became more clearly deĲned; and self-service reports 
were developed. Focus then shiȪed to increasing self-
serve access to customizable reports that could meet the 

needs of a range of end users.

The next areas of focus were when and how to share 

data and information not only ȩom the Oȯce of Ad-

missions but also among campus partners. The Oȯce of 
Admissions created the Campus Recruitment Commit-

tee (CRC) to assist with information sharing. StaȬ and 
faculty who had a role or an interest in the recruitment 

of new students to the university met monthly during 

the fall and spring semesters. The CRC included repre-

sentatives ȩom admissions, Ĳnancial aid and scholar-
ships, orientation, housing, the academic colleges and 

departments, athletics, academic advising, and several 

other student aȬairs oȯces. At CRC meetings, the Oȯce 
of Admissions provided updates, such as the results of 

recent processing milestones and recruitment events, 

what eȬorts were currently in progress, and what was 
planned for the future. Campus partners could also 

share what they were doing, provide updates, and an-

swer questions during the CRC meeting. These meetings 

were also used to provide periodic training (for example, 

on what the enrollment funnel is, best practices for 

assisting students through the enrollment funnel, and 

best practices for marketing and communication). The 
CRC meetings were also used to solicit feedback ȩom 
campus partners. In fact, it was at CRC meetings that 

members shared that they needed to know what was 

being done. This prompted the Oȯce of Admissions to 
make a concerted eȬort to conĲrm plans much sooner 
than it had in the past. This not only helped campus 

partners in their own planning, but it also helped the 

Oȯce of Admissions in getting buy-in for its own goals.
CRC meetings also provided an opportunity to better 

understand what types of application and enrollment 

data campus partners desired. Work began on develop-

ing application and enrollment dashboards that campus 

partners could access and ȩom which they could pull 
reports for their respective programs. This provided 

the more timely access to information they wanted and 

eased the burden on the Oȯce of Admissions to gener-
ate and share data.

The CRC also created an annual Admissions Summit 

held in late spring, soon aȪer graduation. Open to cam-

pus partners, this day-long event increases the transpar-

ency of Oȯce of Admissions operations. The schedule 



Fall 2019Volume 7(3) 43

Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly 

features multiple breakout sessions so attendees can 

learn about the areas that interest them most. Topics 

include how application Ĳles were reviewed, what mar-
keting materials were sent to prospective students, and 

what admissions counselors did. This glimpse into how 

the oȯce works throughout the recruitment cycle was 
eye-opening for partners and demystiĲed much of the 
work of the Oȯce of Admissions. For example, many 
departments and oȯces felt that the university’s use 
of holistic review was a nebulous practice. During the 

summit, admissions staȬ shared the information col-
lected on admission applications and the process used 

for evaluating applications. This transparency proved 

extremely beneĲcial as it helped campus partners un-

derstand that the oȯce was using an intentional process 
to meet the university’s enrollment goals. The summit 

also featured hands-on workshops to help campus part-

ners learn how to improve their own recruitment and 

yield eȬorts. Finally, the summit helped partners un-

derstand their role in bringing in the class each year.

The Results

Working more in concert with campus partners is an 

ongoing process that strengthens and grows every year. 

EȬort put forth by the Oȯce of Admissions and part-
ners has demonstrated results. Since the Oȯce of Ad-

missions began focusing on strengthening relationships 

several years ago, the number of participating campus 

partners, the quality of collaboration, and new student 

enrollment have all increased. For example, during the 

2011–12 academic year, the Oȯce of Admissions worked 
with seven campus partners and focused on helping 

them send prospective students event invitations and 

deadline notiĲcations and on supporting some of their 
events through materials, tabling, and presentations. 

During the 2017–18 academic year, the oȯce worked 
with 25 campus partners and helped them develop spe-

cialized communication and recruitment plans, involved 

them in the planning of some of the programs it hosted, 

and even granted access to certain functions within its 

CRM system. These enhanced partnerships have aided 

growth in several diȬerent measures of new Ĳrst-year 
student enrollment. For example, ȩom fall 2012 to fall 

2018, the university experienced a 30 percent increase 
in new Ĳrst-year student enrollment (3,268 to 4,256) 
and a 64 percent increase in the number of new Ĳrst-
year students of color (760 to 1,244). New students’ av-

erage high school GPA increased ȩom 3.53 to 3.63, and 
the average composite ACT score increased ȩom 24.3 
to 25.7 during this same time period. This would not 
have occurred without the collaboration of the Oȯce 
of Admissions and campus partners.

Lessons Learned

Several key lessons have been learned as a result of the 

eȬorts over the past few years to enhance relationships 
and build partnerships across campus. The Ĳrst is that 
strong relationships are vital and begin with constant 

communication with key players. Keeping individuals, 

departments, and oȯces informed of strategies, data, 
and expectations helped build relationships and in-

creased the collaboration requisite to meeting common 

enrollment goals and achieving the institution’s mis-

sion. Second, understanding campus partners’ goals and 

mission is key to building a strategic enrollment part-

nership. Asking campus partners the questions identi-

Ĳed at the beginning of this article provided a way to 
learn their perspectives and share those of the Oȯce 
of Admissions. Do not be aȩaid to ask for clariĲcation 
in order to gain a true understanding of what is moti-

vating the eȬorts of campus partners. Understanding 
partners’ goals helped guide the conversation about how 

to meet their expectations and needs. Third, be open to 

campus partners’ ideas and suggestions, and be ĳex-

ible in response to them. They know their students and 

have innovative suggestions that could be implemented 

relatively easily. Just because the Oȯce of Admissions 
didn’t think of them doesn’t mean they lack merit. Some 

of our campus partners’ suggestions yielded the most 

eȬective recruitment results.

Final Thoughts

Developing strong campus partnerships is a continual 

work in progress. Each year the Oȯce of Admissions 
examines what was accomplished with existing part-

ners and identiĲes new initiatives and opportunities 
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for the next cycle. While there are many factors that 

impact enrollment, collaboration with campus partners 

can play a signiĲcant role in successfully bringing in 
the class each fall. Alignment of recruitment strategies 

and goals and data sharing are paramount to success-

ful partnership. Direct and continuous communication 

about the needs of departments and the institution as a 

whole is needed to build plans, collaborate on best prac-

tices, and implement eȬective strategies for successful 
enrollment. Working together early and oȪen brings 
the most satisȫing results with the understanding that 
all ideas and suggestions will be considered and vetted. 

Ultimately, building strong campus partnerships takes 

time and eȬort; the beneĲts are well worth it.
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