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SEM at an Inflection Point
Strategic enrollment management has always been 
more than a set of enrollment techniques. At its best, 
SEM has served as a disciplined institutional practice 
for aligning mission, market, student need, academic 
capacity, financial strategy, and long-term sustainability. 
It has helped colleges and universities move beyond 
fragmented recruitment activities or isolated admis-
sions targets toward a more integrated understanding 
of enrollment as an institution-wide responsibility.

As the field marks 50 years of development, however, 
the conditions surrounding enrollment management 
have changed in ways that require more than refine-
ment of existing practice. Enrollment leaders operate 
in an environment shaped by demographic contraction, 

uneven regional population change, rising public skep-
ticism about the value of higher education, affordabil-
ity pressures, constrained resources, and accelerating 
technological change. At the same time, institutions are 
being asked to enroll a wider range of students, retain 
and graduate them, demonstrate higher levels of suc-
cessful outcomes, and connect their credentials more 
directly to the economy and the workforce.

These pressures do not affect all institutions in the 
same way. Community colleges, regional public uni-
versities, private colleges, graduate and professional 
schools, and global institutions each face distinctive 
market conditions and mission obligations. Yet across 
sectors, one common reality is increasingly clear: the 
next era of SEM will require institutions to think less 
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about enrollment strategy as a linear pipeline and more 
about enrollment as a complete and complex system.

The visuals of pyramid and pipeline have been 
useful and valuable metaphors in enrollment manage-
ment’s first 50 years. They helped institutions under-
stand inquiry, application, admission, yield, enrollment, 
and persistence as connected stages rather than discon-
nected activities. But the metaphors are increasingly 
insufficient. Fewer students move through institutions 
in a straight line. They stop, swirl, transfer, change 
goals, balance work and caregiving, encounter financial 
challenges, respond to labor market signals, and make 
decisions based on the clarity or complexity of the sys-
tems they encounter. Institutional structures are also 
not linear. Admissions, financial aid, registration, ad-
vising, academic programs, institutional research, mar-
keting, student accounts, career services, and academic 
departments influence enrollment outcomes together, 
whether or not they are designed to do so.

This article argues that the next era of SEM must 
be understood as a shift from functional coordination 
to systems design. Functional coordination remains 
necessary. Institutions still need strong admissions 
operations, effective marketing, accurate financial aid 
processes, sound registration practices, and reliable data. 
But coordination alone will not be enough for the next 
50 years of SEM.

A systems-design approach to SEM asks different 
questions:

߀	 How does a student understand 
available pathways before applying?

߀	 How does an institution convert 
interest into informed choice?

߀	 How do financial aid, advising, academic 
planning, and registration systems work 
together to create a clear, supportive student 
experience that helps students stay on track 
to completion? Where do students experience 
friction, ambiguity, delay, or repeated handoffs?

߀	 How do institutional policies 
create or remove barriers?

߀	 How does technology extend capacity 
without weakening human connection?

߀	 How do leaders align enrollment goals 
with student success, equity, workforce 
relevance, and financial sustainability?

The future of SEM depends on the field’s ability to 
keep its core strategic discipline while expanding its 
operating model for ever more complex environments.

Literature Review: From Enrollment 
Activity to Strategic System
The SEM literature has long emphasized that enroll-
ment management is not simply a recruitment function. 
Bontrager and Kerlin (2012) describe SEM as a broad 
institutional strategy that requires alignment across 
planning, student success, academic affairs, finance, and 
institutional mission. This framing helped move the 
field beyond narrower understandings of admissions 
and toward a more comprehensive model for institu-
tional enrollment health.

Early and continuing SEM scholarship stresses 
the importance of cross-functional collaboration, da-
ta-informed planning, and sustained institutional 
commitment. SEM planning requires institutions to 
define enrollment goals, understand student markets, 
assess internal capacity, and connect strategies to mea-
surable outcomes. In this sense, SEM has always had 
system-level implications, even when institutional 
practice is organized around separate offices and func-
tional responsibilities.

The challenge is that many institutions adopted SEM 
structures without fully redesigning the student expe-
rience those structures were intended to support. Insti-
tutions may have SEM committees, enrollment plans, 
dashboards, recruitment campaigns, and retention ini-
tiatives, yet students may still experience the institution 
as fragmented. Admissions may communicate one set 
of expectations, financial aid another, advising another, 
and academic departments still another. A student may 
be admitted but not registered, registered but not finan-
cially cleared, enrolled but not connected to a program 
plan, or progressing but not on a path to completion.

Student success literature has increasingly high-
lighted the importance of structure, clarity, and early 
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momentum. Guided pathways and momentum frame-
works emphasize that students benefit when institu-
tions clarify program options, help students enter a 
pathway, support early academic progress, and moni-
tor completion-oriented milestones. Complete College 
America identifies early credit accumulation, gateway 
course completion, entry into a program of study, and 
enrollment in program-relevant credits as important 
momentum indicators (Complete College America 
2019). These approaches are not separate from SEM. 
They are central to the next era of SEM because they 
connect enrollment strategy to student progress after 
the point of entry.

The demographic and economic context further 
strengthens the case for a more integrated SEM model. 
Projections by the Western Interstate Commission on 
Higher Education (WICHE) are well known among en-
rollment professionals and familiar to the broader pub-
lic. Colleges and universities feel these patterns with 
significant variation by region and student population 
(Lane, Falkenstern, and Bransberger 2024). Institutions 
will need to serve a changing student population more 
effectively, reduce avoidable attrition, reengage adult 
learners, strengthen transfer pathways, and connect ed-
ucational offerings to student goals and labor market 
realities.

Recent enrollment patterns demonstrate both re-
covery and instability. National Student Clearinghouse 
Research Center reporting showed renewed growth in 
postsecondary enrollment in 2025, including notable 
gains at community colleges and public four-year insti-
tutions, but the broader environment remains uneven 
across sectors, age groups, credential types, and student 
populations (National Student Clearinghouse Research 
Center 2026). Enrollment leaders in the next era of SEM 
will need frameworks that account for volatility rather 
than assuming stable year-over-year patterns.

Technology change adds the next layer of com-
plexity. The 2025 EDUCAUSE Horizon Report describes 
a higher education environment in which artificial 
intelligence (AI), changing learner behaviors, political 
and regulatory uncertainty, and new expectations for 
digital engagement are reshaping institutional practice 

(EDUCAUSE 2025). For SEM leaders, AI is often dis-
cussed through the lens of automation. Use cases such 
as agentic AI tools, predictive analytics, communica-
tion workflows, content generation, and operational ef-
ficiency will continue to grow in impact. The strategic 
question is whether AI can help institutions redesign 
capacity, responsiveness, and personalization in ways 
that advance student success rather than simply accel-
erate existing processes.

Taken together, the SEM literature, student success 
frameworks, demographic projections, enrollment data, 
and technology trends point toward a common con-
clusion: the field needs a more explicit systems-design 
orientation. SEM must continue to manage enrollment 
performance, but it must also help institutions design 
the conditions through which students choose, enter, 
persist, complete, and achieve outcomes.

Why the Next Era Requires 
a Systems-Design Lens
The next era of SEM is likely to be defined by the in-
teraction of pressures that cannot be solved through 
isolated initiatives. Five forces are especially important.

First, demographic change will make student re-
cruitment more competitive in many regions, but its ef-
fects will not be uniform across states, institution types, 
or student populations. WICHE projects that the num-
ber of high school graduates will decline by approxi-
mately 13 percent between its 2025 peak and 2041, with 
38 states experiencing declines from 2023 levels even 
as parts of the South follow a different trajectory (Lane, 
Falkenstern, and Bransberger 2024). Yet the future en-
rollment market cannot be understood solely through 
the number of traditional-age high school graduates. 
Nearly 43.1 million Americans have attended college 
without earning a credential, including 37.6 million 
working-age adults, representing both a substantial op-
portunity and a significant reengagement challenge for 
institutions (National Student Clearinghouse Research 
Center 2025). Institutions will therefore need to under-
stand their markets with greater precision and rely less 
heavily on historical assumptions about who their stu-
dents are and where they will come from. They cannot 
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simply recruit harder from the same populations and 
expect sustainable results.

Second, affordability and perceived value are central 
enrollment questions under growing external pressure. 
Students and families are evaluating not only price 
and debt, but also time to completion, employment 
outcomes, transferability, and the opportunity cost of 
enrollment. Recent research illustrates how directly 
these considerations can shape student trajectories. 
Chakrabarti and colleagues found that an additional 
$5,000 in tuition increased student debt by $1,480 and 
reduced the probability of eventually earning a graduate 
degree by 3.1 percentage points (Chakrabarti, et al. 2022). 
Ecton and colleagues found that 62 percent of Tennes-
see community college students worked while enrolled 
and that working students were 4 to 7 percentage points 
less likely to complete college, with stronger negative 
associations at higher levels of work intensity (Ecton, 
Heinrich, and Carruthers 2023). For adult learners, 
these tradeoffs are especially acute because enrollment 
often competes directly with work, caregiving, and im-
mediate financial obligations. SEM strategies that do not 
engage affordability and value as conditions shaping 
student choice and persistence will be incomplete.

Third, student success is now understood through 
a broader set of outcomes than enrollment alone. In-
stitutions are evaluated through measures such as re-
tention, completion, transfer, learning, employment, 
licensure, and longer-term post-college outcomes. In 
an analysis of strategic plans from 55 North Carolina 
community colleges, Eddy and colleagues found that 
institutional goals most often emphasized labor-market 
outcomes, transfer and completion, and student learn-
ing, illustrating the breadth of outcomes now associated 
with student success (Eddy, et al. 2023). This broader 
standard is especially important for access institutions. 
Although community colleges provide broad access to 
postsecondary education, only 31 percent of first-time, 
full-time credential-seeking students who begin at pub-
lic two-year institutions graduate within three years 
(Weiss, Bloom, and Singh 2023). Enrollment growth has 
limited meaning when students do not make sustained 
progress toward their educational goals. SEM planning 

must therefore encompass the institutional conditions 
that enable students to persist, complete, transfer, and 
realize the value of their education.

Fourth, institutional expectations are rising faster 
than institutional capacity. Many colleges and univer-
sities face the dreaded mandate to do more with less: 
serve increasingly complex student needs, comply with 
changing regulations, maintain evolving technology 
systems, respond to workforce demands, and improve 
outcomes without proportional increases in staffing or 
funding. In a 2025 national survey, 51 percent of higher 
education employees reported regularly working be-
yond full-time expectations, 61 percent had assumed 
duties outside their original job descriptions, and 53 
percent had absorbed responsibilities left by depart-
ing colleagues (Schneider and Bichsel 2025). Research 
on community college reform similarly identifies fi-
nancial pressures, institutional structures, leadership 
challenges, and limited change-management capacity 
as barriers to sustaining student-success efforts at scale 
(Miller and Harrington 2023). Under these conditions, 
SEM cannot rely solely on adding programs, people, 
initiatives, or campaigns. It must help redesign work 
by aligning roles, processes, technologies, and deci-
sion-making with the activities that have the greatest 
impact on student access, progress, and completion.

Fifth, artificial intelligence and related technologies 
are resetting expectations for responsiveness, person-
alization, and institutional capacity. Policy and political 
leaders may call on institutions to perform like Amazon, 
but without Amazon’s profits. Students increasingly 
expect information to be available when they need it, 
in formats they can use, and connected to their indi-
vidual circumstances. In a survey of 4,800 university 
students, most respondents wanted AI integrated into 
their studies, even as they expressed concerns about 
the reliability, accuracy, and potential bias of AI-gener-
ated information (Balabdaoui, et al. 2024). A systematic 
review of 67 studies similarly found that AI chatbots 
can provide immediate assistance, personalized support, 
and time-saving capacity for educators and institutions, 
while also raising concerns related to accuracy, privacy, 
and ethical use (Labadze, Grigolia, and Machaidze 2023). 
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The peer-reviewed evidence base remains nascent, how-
ever, and research findings must be considered along-
side the rapid evolution of both the technologies and 
their institutional applications. SEM leaders must pur-
sue advancing technological opportunities while pre-
serving meaningful human connection and establishing 
safeguards for privacy, transparency, and accountability. 
AI should expand institutional capacity and strengthen 
human work in service of a clearly defined strategy.

These five forces do not operate independently. They 
converge in the student journey and within the insti-
tutional systems built to support it. A systems-design 
lens shifts attention from whether individual offices 
are performing their assigned functions to whether 
the institution as a whole is creating the conditions 
students need to make progress. It also helps leaders 
distinguish between visible symptoms and the struc-
tures producing them. Among more than 1.2 million 
students who created a Common App profile and 
began at least one application during the 2018–19 cycle, 
nearly one in four ultimately submitted no application 
(Odle and Magouirk 2023). Low application completion 
may reflect communication gaps, confusing program 
choices, unclear next steps, financial aid information 
and support disconnected from admissions, or digital 
environments that make required actions difficult to 
find or understand. Admissions instructions collected 
from 949 U.S. community colleges averaged near a 
fourteenth-grade reading level, demonstrating how in-
stitutional communication can create barriers within 
the application process itself (Taylor 2024). Research 
has also shown that personalized outreach connected 
to students’ completion of specific pre-enrollment re-
quirements can improve timely enrollment (Page and 
Gehlbach 2017), while integrating Free Application for 
Federal Student Aid (FAFSA)-status information with 
clear guidance and access to assistance can increase fi-
nancial aid completion and college matriculation (Page, 
Castleman, and Meyer 2020). The same systems logic 
applies to retention, which may be shaped by the in-
teraction of academic difficulty, financial stress, lack of 
belonging, schedule availability, program requirements, 
and advising capacity. A systems-design approach re-

sists assigning each problem to a single office and in-
stead examines how policies, processes, technologies, 
incentives, communications, and human supports work 
together across the student journey.

Reframing SEM: Evolving 
Pipeline Management to 
Systems of Momentum
The enrollment pipeline remains an important opera-
tional tool. Institutions still need to understand inquiry 
generation, application behavior, admission patterns, 
registration conversion, financial clearance, and census 
outcomes. But pipeline management should be under-
stood as one component of a broader student momen-
tum system.

A student momentum system begins before appli-
cation. Students form impressions about institutional 
value, program clarity, affordability, belonging, and fea-
sibility long before they submit an inquiry. SEM leaders 
therefore need to ensure that institutional messaging 
is not only persuasive but clarifying. Marketing and 
recruitment should help students understand options, 
costs, outcomes, timelines, and next steps. In a complex 
environment, clarity is a competitive advantage and a 
student success strategy.

The system continues through entry. Application, 
admission, financial aid, placement, advising, orien-
tation, registration, payment, and first-term planning 
are often managed by different offices, but students 
experience them as one journey. When the journey is 
fragmented, students fall out of the process. When the 
journey is coherent, students are more likely to build 
early confidence and momentum.

The system extends into persistence and completion. 
SEM cannot stop at census. Course availability, academic 
planning, advising caseloads, financial aid renewal, sat-
isfactory academic progress, transfer planning, career 
alignment, and timely intervention all influence en-
rollment outcomes over time. Retention is not merely 
a student affairs concern or an academic affairs concern. 
It is a central SEM concern because returning students 
are part of the enrollment portfolio and because student 
progress is inseparable from institutional mission.
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A student momentum system also includes reen-
gagement. Many students leave with credits but no 
credential. Some leave because of financial pressure, 
academic barriers, work obligations, family needs, or 
institutional complexity. SEM leaders should treat stop-
out reengagement not as a marginal campaign, but as a 
strategic responsibility. This requires data systems that 
can identify near-completers, communication strategies 
that are respectful and relevant, policies that reduce 
barriers to return, and academic structures that make 
completion feasible.

Finally, a student momentum system connects to 
post-completion outcomes and into alumni engagement. 
Students increasingly evaluate higher education based 
on whether it helps them transfer, advance in work, earn 
family-sustaining wages, or achieve personal and civic 
goals. SEM strategies that align program exploration, 
career information, academic planning, experiential 
learning, and outcomes data will be better positioned to 
demonstrate value. Integrating alumni engagement into 
this system would further expand SEM’s reach by con-
necting graduates to career networks, continued educa-
tion, and opportunities to support future students who 
follow them. Alumni experiences and outcomes can 
also provide institutions with essential feedback about 
program relevance, employment pathways, connection 
to internships, apprenticeships, and other work-based 
learning opportunities. Strong alumni engagement can 
show the long-term value students realize from their 
education, support continued student momentum, and 
serve as a source of intelligence for the institution.

This reframing does not diminish the importance of 
recruitment. Rather, it repositions recruitment within 
a larger promise. Institutions should recruit students 
into systems designed for progress.

Cross-Sector Implications 
of Next-Era SEM
The next era of SEM, and a systems-design approach 
to the next 50 years, will apply across higher educa-
tion, but the expression will naturally differ by sector. 
A systems-design model should not produce a uniform 

structure or model. It should help each institution align 
its mission, students, markets, resources, and pathways 
within a coherent enrollment system.

For two-year colleges, next-era SEM should build 
upon the sector’s long history of expanding access, 
responding to workforce needs, creating transfer 
pathways, reengaging adult learners, supporting dual 
enrollment, and addressing barriers outside the class-
room. The next task is not simply to introduce more 
programs or practices, but to make existing efforts 
more coherent, scalable, and sustainable. Karp’s re-
cent examination of holistic student-support redesign 
at five California community colleges found that in-
stitutional transformation developed through a series 
of intentional and interconnected efforts, supported 
by collaborative problem-solving and adaptation over 
time (Karp 2025). Similarly, a study of guided-pathways 
implementation in Ohio, Tennessee, and Washington 
found that only a minority of participating colleges had 
implemented at least one practice at scale in each of the 
model’s four major areas ( Jenkins, Myers, and Matin 
2023). Community colleges may have pioneered many 
elements of systems-oriented student support, but the 
work of integrating and sustaining them across the full 
institution remains unfinished.

That integration is especially important because 
community colleges serve students pursuing widely 
varied goals, including associate degrees, transfer, short-
term credentials, incumbent worker training, high 
school dual enrollment, English language learning, and 
personal enrichment. This breadth is one of the sector’s 
greatest strengths, but it also creates substantial naviga-
tional complexity. A systems-design approach reduces 
friction at the front door, connects recruitment with 
guided pathways, financial aid with basic-needs sup-
port, advising with career and transfer goals, and dual 
enrollment with continued postsecondary opportunity. 
It creates clearer connections among nondegree educa-
tion, credit-bearing programs, recognized credentials, 
and future learning so that students entering through 
workforce or short-term programs are not isolated from 
longer-term educational mobility.
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For four-year public institutions, the systems-de-
sign challenge centers on balancing access, affordability, 
academic capacity, student success, workforce needs, 
and public accountability. In fiscal year 2025, enroll-
ment at public colleges and universities increased by 
3.6 percent, while inflation-adjusted state and local ap-
propriations per student declined by 1 percent because 
funding growth did not keep pace with enrollment 
(State Higher Education Executive Officers Association 
2026). These conditions require SEM leaders to look 
beyond the number of students an institution can re-
cruit and consider whether academic programs, course 
availability, housing, advising, financial aid, and stu-
dent-support systems have the capacity to serve them 
successfully. Recruitment goals and program-level 
capacity planning should be developed as parts of the 
same institutional system.

Transfer represents a particularly important point of 
connection between two-year and four-year institutions. 
Although nearly 80 percent of community college stu-
dents report aspirations to earn a bachelor’s degree, only 
about one-third transfer to a four-year institution, and 
only 16 percent earn a bachelor’s degree within six years 
of beginning community college (Velasco, et al. 2024). 
Transfer outcomes are not produced by the sending or 
receiving institution alone. They reflect the interaction 
of program maps, curricula, credit applicability, admis-
sions policies, financial aid, advising, course availabil-
ity, and student support across institutional boundaries. 
Next-era SEM should treat transfer as a shared system 
of student mobility with joint responsibility for access, 
transition, progress, and bachelor’s degree completion.

For four-year private institutions, the systems-design 
challenge is to connect mission, market position, price, 
financial aid, academic portfolio, student experience, 
outcomes, and long-term financial sustainability. The 
2025 NACUBO Tuition Discounting Study estimated that 
participating private nonprofit institutions awarded 57.1 
percent of potential tuition and fee revenue as institu-
tional grant aid to first-time, full-time undergraduates in 
2025–26 (NACUBO 2026). Discounting may improve af-
fordability and remain necessary for recruitment, but its 

sustainability depends on whether the broader institu-
tional system produces sufficient enrollment, retention, 
net tuition revenue, and demonstrated student value.

A systems-design approach therefore places finan-
cial aid strategy within a larger value proposition. It 
asks whether academic offerings reflect student and 
market needs, whether students can understand the 
pathways available to them, whether the institution 
delivers the experiences promised during recruitment, 
and whether graduates realize meaningful educational, 
professional, personal, and civic outcomes. Intensified 
recruitment and increased discounting may generate 
short-term enrollment, but institutions that recruit stu-
dents into unclear pathways, weak support structures, 
or poorly aligned academic portfolios may undermine 
both student success and institutional sustainability.

For graduate and professional education, next-era 
SEM must respond to a market increasingly differen-
tiated by institutional scale, field of study, career rele-
vance, cost, modality, and international mobility. The 
Council of Graduate Schools found that large institu-
tions generally experienced stronger application and en-
rollment patterns in 2024 than small and medium-sized 
institutions, while international first-time graduate en-
rollment declined across institutional sizes (Council of 
Graduate Schools 2025b). Its recent work on graduate 
education costs also identifies the need to balance af-
fordability, access, program quality, and student success 
as costs place increasing pressure on both institutions 
and learners (Council of Graduate Schools 2025a).

Graduate SEM must consequently extend into pro-
gram and portfolio design. Enrollment strategy should 
connect employer and workforce needs, program mo-
dality, scheduling, pricing, financial support, admissions 
processes, student services, professional development, 
and career outcomes. Graduate and professional stu-
dents are often choosing among degree programs, 
certificates, employer-based learning, and other cre-
dentials while balancing work and personal obligations. 
A coherent system should help them understand the 
investment required, the flexibility available, and the 
educational and career value they can reasonably expect.
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For institutions outside the United States, next-era 
SEM must be grounded in the national, regional, and 
cultural systems in which higher education operates. 
Governance, public funding, admissions, tuition, qual-
ifications frameworks, vocational pathways, language, 
and student mobility differ substantially across coun-
tries. A systems-design approach should therefore con-
nect enrollment strategy with public policy, workforce 
and community needs, educational capacity, learner 
mobility, and institutional mission. Canada illustrates 
this complexity. International students represented 21.2 
percent of Canadian higher education enrollment in 
2023, up from 13.8 percent in 2018 (OECD 2025), but 
subsequent federal policy changes contributed to sharp 
enrollment declines, particularly in colleges (Blain, et al. 
2026). Canadian SEM leaders must connect forecasting, 
program capacity, financial sustainability, immigration 
policy, student support, and contingency planning.

Across national contexts, next-era SEM must also 
strengthen the recognition and portability of learning. 
More than 7.3 million students now study outside their 
home countries, increasing the importance of creden-
tial evaluation, credit transfer, recognition of prior and 
partial study, qualifications frameworks, language sup-
port, and student transition (UNESCO 2026). The same 
systems-design principle applies to domestic learners 
moving among universities, colleges, polytechnics, ap-
prenticeships, short-cycle programs, microcredentials, 
and workplace learning. SEM should help institutions 
make these varied pathways understandable, connected, 
and portable so that learners are not left to navigate 
educational complexity on their own.

Across all institution types, coherence does not 
mean sameness. Each sector has a different mission, 
resource structure, market position, and mix of stu-
dents. The common principle is that next-era SEM 
must help design the relationships among these ele-
ments rather than manage them as separate activities. 
Students should not have to understand institutional 
boundaries, funding structures, organizational charts, 
or interinstitutional agreements to make progress. The 
institution must assume responsibility for making its 
complexity navigable.

Artificial Intelligence as Capacity-
Building Infrastructure
Artificial intelligence is likely to be one of the defining 
tools of the next era of SEM, but its value will depend 
on how institutions frame and govern it. If AI is treated 
only as a way to automate transactions or reduce labor, 
it may produce efficiency without transformation. If 
it is treated as capacity-building infrastructure, it can 
help institutions redesign how they support students 
at scale.

Capacity is one of the most persistent constraints 
in enrollment and student services. Staff are asked to 
respond to thousands of questions, monitor student 
progress, personalize outreach, interpret policies, sup-
port families, manage compliance, and solve complex 
student problems. Many institutions cannot simply hire 
their way to the level of responsiveness students need.

AI can help address this capacity challenge in sev-
eral ways. It can support around the clock responses to 
common questions, assist staff with drafting commu-
nications, identify patterns in student behavior, help 
personalize nudges and reminders, summarize complex 
records, and support proactive outreach. It can also help 
leaders see where processes are breaking down by ana-
lyzing student inquiries, service patterns, and workflow 
bottlenecks.

However, AI should not be understood as a replace-
ment for human judgment, care, or institutional ac-
countability. Many student situations require empathy, 
discretion, policy interpretation, and cross-functional 
problem solving. The most promising SEM applications 
of AI will likely be those that allow human staff to 
spend less time on repetitive information delivery and 
more time on complex advising, relationship-building, 
problem resolution, and strategic improvement.

AI also raises important ethical and operational 
questions. Institutions must address data privacy, algo-
rithmic bias, transparency, accessibility, record accuracy, 
and appropriate human oversight. Predictive analytics 
can be useful, but risk models can also reinforce in-
equities if they are poorly designed or used without 
care. Automated communication can improve respon-
siveness, but it can also create confusion or distrust if 
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messages are inaccurate, impersonal, or disconnected 
from student context.

For these reasons, SEM leaders should place AI 
within a broader governance and strategy model. The 
key questions move well beyond the technical. What 
student problem is AI intended to solve? What institu-
tional process is being redesigned? What data are being 
used? How will accuracy be monitored? When will staff 
intervene? How will students know when they are in-
teracting with AI? How will bias impacts be assessed? 
How will the institution avoid simply automating a 
flawed process?

The strategic opportunity is significant and poten-
tially era-defining. AI can help institutions build more 
responsive enrollment and student success systems, but 
only if leaders connect it to mission, ethics, process 
redesign, and student momentum.

Leading SEM as  
Institutional Change Work
If next-era SEM is systems design, next-era SEM leader-
ship will be defined as change leadership. Enrollment 
leaders must be able to convene, translate, align, and 
sustain work across institutional boundaries.

This requires a different view from the traditional 
image of the enrollment manager as the person respon-
sible for hitting “the number.” The number still matters, 
of course. Institutions need enrollment targets, reve-
nue forecasts, capacity plans, and accountability. The 
work required to achieve those outcomes increasingly 
depends on influence across systems that enrollment 
leaders may not directly control.

SEM leaders must operate as institutional diplomats, 
connectors, educators, and culture-change leaders. They 
need to bridge academic affairs and student affairs, fi-
nance and financial aid, marketing and advising, institu-
tional research and front-line practice, and technology 
and human service. This work requires more than con-
vening colleagues around enrollment priorities. SEM 
leaders must help teams understand how their decisions 
influence student choice and student success, develop 
the capacity of their colleagues to use data and systems 
thinking, and create shared accountability across or-

ganizational boundaries. Through training, mentoring, 
coaching, and sustained relationship-building, they can 
cultivate a culture in which enrollment and student 
success are understood as institution-wide responsibil-
ities, including by colleagues who do not traditionally 
think of themselves as part of enrollment management.

This kind of leadership depends on shared lan-
guage. Terms such as inquiry, admit, yield, retention, 
persistence, progression, completion, and student suc-
cess can mean different things in different offices. The 
next era of SEM leaders will help institutions define 
common metrics and connect them to shared purpose. 
Without shared definitions, data can become a source 
of confusion rather than alignment.

A systems-design approach requires leaders to iden-
tify the leverage points where change will produce the 
greatest strategic effect. That judgment cannot be made 
through data alone. It requires an understanding of in-
stitutional priorities, organizational culture and history, 
available capacity, and market conditions. For some in-
stitutions, the most consequential opportunity may be 
program clarity. For others, it may be financial aid com-
pletion, schedule availability, transfer credit evaluation, 
first-term advising, adult learner reentry, or gateway 
course success. SEM leaders must determine where 
change can matter most, and where the institution is 
prepared to act, sustain improvement, and build mo-
mentum. The specific leverage point will vary, but the 
skill of identifying it and advancing it will be essential.

SEM leadership also requires attention to culture. In-
stitutions often reproduce complexity because each unit 
optimizes for its own responsibilities. Admissions opti-
mizes for application volume, financial aid for compli-
ance and packaging, advising for caseload management, 
academic departments for curriculum and schedule 
needs, and finance for revenue predictability. Each of 
these goals, inherently, is valid and makes sense within 
the responsibilities of an individual unit. But when they 
are pursued separately, students experience the gaps be-
tween them. SEM leaders must help institutions move 
from local optimization to system optimization.

Finally, SEM leaders must keep student-centered-
ness from becoming a slogan. Student-centered design 
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should be informed and, where possible, co-created by 
students, especially for students who have historically 
been least well served by institutional systems. Mean-
ingful partnership gives students voice and agency in 
interpreting their experiences and redesigning the poli-
cies and processes that shape them (Omland, et al. 2025). 
It should also create conditions in which students know 
that they matter: that they are noticed, valued, sup-
ported, and consequential to the institution. Recent 
research connects mattering-rich environments with 
student engagement and persistence, particularly for 
commuter and first-generation transfer students (Hal-
lam 2023; McCarron 2026). This work requires listening 
to students, disaggregating outcomes, mapping pro-
cesses with the people who experience them, reviewing 
policies, and redesigning practices that may make sense 
internally but create barriers externally.

A Framework for Next-Era SEM
The next era of SEM can be organized around a frame-
work of four design pillars: clarity, momentum, afford-
ability and value, and capacity. As institutions think 
about organizing SEM on campus in the future, devel-
oping cross-functional collaboration around these pil-
lars can remove silos and drive adaptive systems-level 
thinking. The framework is intended to serve as both a 
diagnostic and a design tool. It can help leaders identify 
where institutional systems are creating friction, de-
termine how weaknesses in one area affect other parts 
of the student journey, and organize cross-functional 
work around shared outcomes. Clarity supports mo-
mentum. Momentum influences affordability and the 
value students ultimately realize. Each of these depends 
on sufficient institutional capacity. When one pillar is 
weak, the others are more difficult to achieve.

While structure will vary based on institutional 
sector, mission, student population, underlying mar-
ket conditions, and culture, these four pillars provide a 
common lens through which institutions can examine 
whether their enrollment systems are understandable, 
supportive of student progress, attentive to cost and 
to outcomes, and capable of delivering what students 
need at scale.

Design for Clarity
Students should be able to understand their options, 
costs, requirements, timelines, and next steps. Clarity 
is especially important for first-generation students, 
adult learners, transfer students, international students, 
and students navigating complex financial or family 
circumstances.

Moving beyond simplifying individual communica-
tions, institutions should examine if information and 
pathways are consistent across recruitment materials, 
program pages, admissions communications, financial 
aid instructions, academic maps, orientation programs, 
and advising tools through the eyes of students. Design-
ing for clarity will mean students experience a clear 
and cohesive pathway across their institutional lifecycle.

The central question is whether students can clearly 
determine their available choices, what each choice re-
quires, and what action they need to take next. Oppor-
tunities for improvement may be found in abandoned 
applications, repeated inquiries, missed deadlines, 
avoidable program changes, conflicting or outdated 
communications, registration delays, or students mov-
ing between offices without resolution. Designing for 
clarity should result in students experiencing a coher-
ent pathway across their lifecycle, even when many 
functions contribute to that pathway.

Design for Momentum
SEM systems should help students move from interest 
to application, from application to enrollment, from 
enrollment to early progress, and from progress to com-
pletion. Momentum should be understood as more than 
speed through a given process. Momentum is defined 
by sustained movement toward goals that students un-
derstand and value.

Designing for momentum is achieved by ensuring 
students have a meaningful next step when they interact 
with the institution. Prior to enrollment, that can mean 
completing an application, receiving timely financial 
aid and advising support, making an informed choice 
on program of study, and registering for first-semester 
courses with program value. Later momentum markers 
can be credit accumulation, gateway course completion, 
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financial aid renewal, developing a semester-by-semes-
ter plan for graduation, receiving needed career supports, 
and timely progress to credential, transfer, or the work-
force. Opportunities for improvement may be found in 
admitted students who do not register, students enroll-
ing or continuing without a clear academic success plan, 
repeated withdrawal in gateway courses, excess credit 
accumulation off pathway, delayed entry into required 
courses, preventable stop-outs, and near-completers 
who are not effectively engaged to persist.

Momentum indicators should be built into enroll-
ment planning, not treated as separate student suc-
cess measures and not belonging to any one division 
of the institution alone. Institutions should monitor 
early registration, credit accumulation, gateway course 
completion, program plan completion, financial aid 
renewal, progress toward credential requirements, 
persistence, reengagement when needed, transfer-out 
rates, and graduation.

Design for Affordability and Value
Affordability is obviously about price point but extends 
well beyond it. Time to credential, credit mobility, 
schedule availability, advising and wraparound sup-
ports, and completion rates all create a total value. Ex-
cess credits, unclear requirements, unavailable courses, 
poor transfer applicability, and delayed financial aid all 
increase cost.

Designing for affordability and value requires insti-
tutions to ask whether students can reasonably com-
plete their chosen pathways with manageable financial 
and opportunity costs. It also asks whether students can 
understand the educational, career, transfer, personal, 
and civic outcomes associated with those pathways be-
fore making an enrollment decision.

Opportunities for improvement may be found in 
students being removed from schedules for nonpay-
ment, reducing enrollment because required courses 
are unavailable, accumulating excess credits, losing 
credits during transfer, stopping out for financial rea-
sons, exhausting aid eligibility before completion, or 
expressing uncertainty about how their programs con-
nect to future opportunities.

SEM leaders must work with academic, financial, 
student support, and career services leaders to con-
nect aid strategy, program design, scheduling, basic 
needs supports, transfer policy, program outcomes, 
and academic planning to student affordability. Criti-
cal measures can include unmet financial need, finan-
cial aid completion, payment-related attrition, time to 
credential, excess credits, credit applicability, transfer 
efficiency, completion rates, employment outcomes, li-
censure results, and student perceptions of value.

Institutions should also communicate value, includ-
ing transfer outcomes, employment pathways, licen-
sure connections, and long-term opportunity, clearly 
and up front. Students need accessible information 
about cost, time, transferability, employment pathways, 
continued education, and likely outcomes. A coherent 
value proposition depends on the institution delivering 
an experience that is aligned with the promises made 
during recruitment.

Design for Capacity
Institutions need operating models that match the scale 
and complexity of student need. Capacity should con-
sider staffing, technology, workflow, data, organizational 
structure, partnerships, and the ability to coordinate 
across functional boundaries. Capacity analysis should 
reflect whether institutional resources are sufficient 
and are organized to deliver timely, accurate, and ap-
propriately personalized support.

Capacity design asks which work should be auto-
mated, which processes should be simplified, which 
responsibilities require human judgment, and which 
activities should be eliminated because they reflect un-
necessary institutional complexity. AI may be part of 
the capacity solution, but it should be embedded in 
redesigned processes rather than added into inefficient 
or fragmented systems. Opportunities for capacity im-
provement may be found in long response times, un-
manageable advising caseloads, processing backlogs, 
repeated handoffs, inconsistent information, delayed 
transfer evaluations, limited course availability, staff 
burnout, and uneven service across campuses, pro-
grams, or student populations. Institutions may have 
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substantial capacity that remains underused because 
data, technology, and organizational structures prevent 
staff from coordinating effectively.

Institutions should also examine whether technol-
ogy investments are reducing friction and allowing staff 
to devote more time to advising, relationship-building, 
complex problem-solving, and strategic improvement.

The Pillars in Practice
Consider an adult learner attempting to return after 
several years away from college. Clarity determines 
whether the student can understand how prior credits 
apply, which program fits current goals, what the pro-
gram will cost, and what steps are required to reenter. 
Momentum determines whether the student can move 
efficiently from inquiry to readmission, advising, fi-
nancial aid, registration, and early academic progress. 
Affordability and value determine whether the sched-
ule is compatible with work and caregiving, whether 
the remaining credits are financially manageable, and 
whether the credential supports the learner’s goals. 
Capacity determines whether staff, data, technology, 
policies, and course schedules can support the student 
without unnecessary delays or repeated handoffs.

A failure in any one pillar can undermine the oth-
ers. Clear information has limited value when required 
courses are unavailable. Financial aid may be insuffi-
cient when excess credits extend time to completion. 
Technology may increase response speed without creat-
ing momentum if it directs students into a fragmented 
process. Strong advising cannot compensate indef-
initely for policies or systems that repeatedly create 
avoidable barriers.

The four pillars of clarity, momentum, affordability 
and value, and capacity provide a shared lens for insti-
tutional diagnosis and design. They do not determine 
where SEM should sit on an organizational chart or 
assign each responsibility to a particular office. They 
help leaders examine whether students encounter un-
derstandable pathways, sustain meaningful progress, 
receive value proportionate to their investment, and 
experience systems with sufficient capacity to support 
their goals. The work of next-era SEM is to strengthen 

each pillar and, equally important, to design the rela-
tionships among them.

Implications for Practice
Moving toward next-era SEM may require institutions 
to make practical changes in how they view their SEM 
plans and architecture. For institutions already mature 
in SEM planning and structure, the next evolution may 
be to evaluate their SEM architecture through the de-
sign principles of clarity, momentum, affordability and 
value, and capacity.

First, SEM plans should include student success 
and momentum metrics alongside recruitment and 
enrollment metrics. Applications, admits, yield, census 
enrollment, and net tuition revenue remain import-
ant, but they should be connected to persistence, credit 
momentum, program progression, completion, transfer, 
and post-completion outcomes.

Second, institutions should map the student jour-
ney across offices. This mapping should focus on the 
lived student experience, not only internal process 
steps. Mapping should also consider differences in stu-
dent persona; residential students of traditional age will 
likely have a different map and different experience 
than part-time adult learners. Leaders should identify 
where students wait, repeat information, receive con-
flicting messages, encounter unclear requirements, or 
fall between offices.

Third, SEM governance should include academic 
affairs, student affairs, finance, institutional research, 
technology, marketing, and front-line practitioners. 
SEM cannot be owned by one division if enrollment 
outcomes are produced by the whole institution.

Fourth, institutions should review policies that af-
fect student momentum. Examples include placement 
rules, registration holds, payment deadlines, satisfactory 
academic progress communication, transfer credit prac-
tices, academic standing policies, schedule cancellation 
processes, and program change procedures. Policies de-
signed for administrative order can sometimes create 
unintended enrollment barriers.

Fifth, AI and technology investments should be 
evaluated based on their contribution to student mo-
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mentum and institutional capacity. Institutions should 
avoid adopting tools simply because they are new or 
efficient. The better question is whether the technology 
helps students make progress and helps staff focus on 
higher-value work.

Sixth, SEM leaders should communicate enrollment 
strategy as mission work. Enrollment is not merely the 
pursuit of institutional numbers. Behind every enroll-
ment goal is a student deciding whether college is possi-
ble, whether the institution is understandable, whether 
the cost is manageable, and whether the path is worth 
pursuing.

Conclusion: The Future of SEM 
as System Stewardship
The first 50 years of enrollment management helped 
institutions understand that enrollment does not hap-
pen by accident. It is shaped by strategy, data, com-
munication, planning, and institutional coordination. 
That contribution remains essential and the founda-
tion of enrollment management. The next 50 years will 

require SEM to go further. The field must help insti-
tutions design systems that are coherent enough for 
students to navigate, flexible enough to serve diverse 
learners, disciplined enough to sustain institutional 
health, and empathetic enough to keep student pur-
pose at the center.

SEM has always been about aligning institutional 
action with student choice and institutional mission. 
The complexity of the environment and the stakes of 
the work have continued to evolve and increase. In the 
next era, successful enrollment leaders will not be only 
recruiters, analysts, marketers, financial strategists, or 
retention advocates. They will be system stewards. They 
will help institutions see how decisions connect, how 
students move, where friction accumulates, where re-
sources are misaligned, and where design can create 
momentum. The future of strategic enrollment manage-
ment will belong to institutions that can move beyond 
managing the pipeline to designing the system. Those 
institutions will be better prepared not only to enroll 
students, but to help them succeed.
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