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We surveyed 2,887 independent school families 
in the summer of 2020 about their journey to 

enrollment at an independent school. 
Here’s what we learned.



Reasons Families Apply

Research Methods

Effective Recruiting Strategies

Application & Enrollment Process

COVID-19 Impact

International Families



Shift in Who’s Purchasing



GenX Purchasing 
Parents in their 40’s and 50’s prefer honest and clear 
product and marketing messages that outline an obvious 
path-to-purchase. Gen X is more likely to conduct online 
research at home and then shop in person, while their 
younger counterparts conduct research on their phones, in 
the store. The best way to reach Gen X? Email. And while 
most are on social media, they are much more influenced 
by email marketing campaigns.



Millennial Purchasing 
Traditional marketing has taken a backseat for parents in 
their 20’s and 30’s (less than 1% of Millennials are 
influenced by traditional ads), but word of mouth marketing, 
user-generated content, and social selling are much more 
persuasive. Authenticity is incredibly important to this 
generation and millennials are inherently suspicious of 
being sold or lied to by brands. Millennials want brands to 
get real and rally behind a cause, and they are willing to pay 
for it – in fact, they are 50% more likely to purchase from a 
company that supports a cause.



Reasons 
Families 
Apply to 
Independent 
Schools







Parents are prepared to switch 
schools



Key Takeaways
Legacy and reputation are becoming less 
important in making the decision to apply 
to independent schools while diversity is 
becoming more important. Be aware of 
perspective when speaking about 
diversity.



Research 
Methods





Research Methods





Key Takeaways
US, Canadian, and international families 
need customized outreach. Your website 
is the most important tool for families 
deciding to apply to your school. Make it 
clear and easy for families to understand 
your process!



Effective 
Recruiting 
Strategies



Families crave a 
personal outreach.



Making the Decision to Apply



Key Takeaways
A personalized approach will be critical 
for families. Creating compelling virtual 
opportunities for classroom visits, tours, 
and other experiences will be important.



Application & 
Enrollment 
Process









47%
Overall, 47% of parents say that applying to 
schools is more work than they expected. 
To make matters worse, one in seven 
parents (14%) dropped a school from 
consideration because the application 
process was too much work!











Why don’t families apply to a school 
they visit?

“Daughter did not like the culture of the schools.”
“We were not pleased with the dress code particularly for the female students, this is 2020, not 

1960.”
“Did not offer a particular sport.”

“My child ranked the schools and applied to the schools he was interested in attending.”
“The general feeling of the school, it is hard to put into words.”

”Did not like elitism & racial segregation of students in social groups.” 
“Lack of diversity amongst faculty and senior admin. Bad vibes from students on campus.”
“The commute for our son as a day student would have been too difficult a dynamic for our 

family.”



Financial Aid & Enrollment



Key Takeaways
More families are using a common 
application, resulting in families applying to 
more schools, which could lead to a higher 
admission rate but a lower yield in the 
future. Academics is deemed the most 
important factor in application and 
enrollment decision making; on-campus 
experience is also important.



COVID-19
Impact





“Not sure that I want to pay tuition for 
virtual learning.”
“Hope that pandemic doesn't prevent 
our child from being able to live on 
campus boarding experience.”
“We were initially concerned that we 
would pay private school tuition for an 
online education.”
“We're keeping child in indep school 
AND due to job changes are going into 
savings to make it work.”

“Concerned for the decision of the 
private school to attend classes in 
person.”
“We have already saved for this year, but 
loss of income may impact next year.”
“Concerns on overall approach and 
readiness of the school, but not 
changing our approach/decision.”
“I did not apply for tuition assistance 
when I should have.”
“We are concerned about outbreaks and 
making sure the whole school 
community is complying with CDC.”

Additional Impacts



Key Takeaways
For many families the COVID-19 crisis has 
reinforced or increased their commitment 
to choose an independent school. 
Families have concerns about value.



International
Families



International 
Family 
Motivations



International 
Family 
Motivations



Key Takeaways
College preparation is still important for 
international families. It’s not enough to 
have a caring community. It will be 
important to communicate your active 
plans regarding equity, inclusion, and 
safety for all students but particularly for 
international families.
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Annual Conference 2021
Seattle, WA & Online

Join us for a hybrid in-person and online event like no other!

September 21-25, 2021

In-Person Pass: Attend in Seattle in-person!
Online Pass: Bring an unlimited number of people from your school online!

All-Access Bundle: Attend in-person AND online at a discounted rate!
ATI & ADI in-person!



Questions?
Reflections?


