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INTRODUCTION

Prospective students are navigating a rapidly evolving postsecondary landscape shaped
by concerns about affordability, career outcomes, academic flexibility, and emerging

technologies.

As institutions compete for enrollment, understanding how students evaluate their

educational options has become more important than ever.

Hanover Research conducted the 2026 National Prospective Student Survey in July
2026 with 1,000 U.S. high school students aged 16-19 to help higher education leaders
gauge students’ shifting perceptions and preferences.

The survey explores future students’ intentions, motivations, concerns,
learning expectations, Al use, and communication preferences, providing a
comprehensive view of the factors influencing college search decisions in
2026 and 2027.

By identifying the priorities and expectations shaping today’s college search process,
institutions can refine their messaging, optimize outreach efforts, address enrollment

barriers, and better align programs and services with student needs.

Use these insights to embrace more effective recruitment strategies and build
more student-centered experiences on your campus in 2026 and beyond.

Learn more about what the next cohort of
students needs most with our report on the DOWNLOAD THE REPORT

2026 National Admitted Student Survey.
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2026 PROSPECTIVE STUDENT TRENDS

Strong interest in college comes with high expectations for value, career readiness, flexibility, and
personalized support.

Our 2026 survey findings reveal a future student population that’s highly interested in attending college but expects institutions
to prepare them for the workforce at an affordable price and meet them where they are with tailored support systems and
technologies.

Prospective students want to attend to college, but
affordability threatens enrollment.

Most students still expect to pursue higher education, yet
cost remains the dominant factor influencing their likelihood
to enroll and their institutional choice. Financial concerns,
affordability, and access to aid continue to be the primary
barriers institutions must overcome.

Career outcomes matter more than ever.

Students increasingly view college as a direct pathway to
immediate employment and long-term career success. Strong
interest in career-aligned programs, job placement, and
adaptable workforce preparation underscores the importance
of demonstrating clear return on investment.

Flexible pathways and alternative credentials
gain traction.

Although most students still prefer a traditional on-campus
experience, interest in alternative pathways is growing.
Microcredentials, certificates, accelerated programs, and
integrated bachelor’s-to-master’s options are attracting
significant attention.
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Al is actively shaping student expectations
and decisions.

Al has become a meaningful part of students’ academic,
personal, and career planning activities. Students increasingly
want institutions to help them build Al competencies while
also providing guidance on responsible and ethical Al use.

Students want strong support systems, not just
academic programs.

Beyond academics, students are concerned about finances,
motivation, life skills, and navigating the transition to college.
Support services that foster student success are becoming
increasingly important to prospective students.

Recruitment must start earlier and span multiple
communication channels.

Many students begin researching colleges before their junior
year of high school and use a range of information sources.
Institutions must engage students earlier and maintain
visibility across email, text, and digital platforms, as well as
emerging Al-mediated channels.



INTEREST IN POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION

Demand remains healthy, but interest isn’'t guaranteed due to persistent enrollment barriers

Most prospective students continue to see higher
education as part of their future, with nearly three-
quarters (74%) reporting that they are very or extremely
likely to enroll in higher education after high school, in
line with 2024 and 2025 data.

However, more students in 2026 (16%) indicate they're
only slightly or not at all likely to pursue college, up
6-8 percentage points compared to the previous two
years. Much of this increase comes from a decline in
the share of students who are only moderately likely
to enroll, suggesting prospective students are moving
away from the middle rather than becoming uniformly
less interested in college. This points to a more polarized
enrollment environment, with students increasingly
forming stronger opinions about whether higher

educationis right for them.

And while overall demand remains fairly steady,
institutions shouldn’'t assume enrollment is guaranteed.
As financial concerns and information gaps persist, very
real barriers may prevent interested students from

ultimately applying or matriculating.

This is even more so for some student groups who
express a reduced likelihood of attending, including those
with lower GPAs, lower incomes, first-generation status,

or who identify as non-binary or gender non-conforming.

© 2026 Hanover Research
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ENROLLMENT LIKELIHOOD IS STABLE BUT WITH FEWER UNDECIDEDS
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CHARACTERISTICS OF STUDENTS MORE LIKELY TO CONSIDER COLLEGE

LESS LIKELY MORE LIKELY

GPA of 3.0 or Below GPA of 4.0 or Above

Income $150,000-

Income Under $50,000 199,999

First Generation Not First Generation

Female

Non-Binary/
Gender Non-Conforming
Male



INTEREST IN POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION

Cost continues to dominate college
consideration, along with academic uncertainty

Among students who aren’t very or extremely likely to enroll in college,
financial considerations remain the most significant obstacle they cite (33%),
followed by uncertainty about what to study (30%), and concerns about their

academic success (23%).

Beyond affordability and academic readiness, concerns about campus safety
(+8 points), balancing college with work (+8 points), and program quality (+7
points) increased in 2026. These findings suggest that many prospective
students are looking beyond access alone and placing greater emphasis on

value, fit, flexibility, and the overall student experience.

While these remain leading concerns, all declined notably compared to 2025,
suggesting that students’ hesitation may be shaped by a broader range of

factorsin previous years.

BEST PRACTICE RECOMMENDATION
Turn information gaps into clear pathways.

On top of financial concerns, many potential students struggle with
informational barriers such as uncertainty about majors, confusion about
how to apply, and doubts about financial aid access. Institutions should
increase personalized enrollment guidance, academic exploration tools,
application workshops, and early advising support to make the steps
between initial interest and enrollment less daunting.

© 2026 Hanover Research
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What potential barriers do you anticipate might keep you
from enrolling in a college or university after high school?

B 2025 B 2026

Finaniarezsons | -
(e.g., cost of a program, not able to cut _ 33%
back on my hours/income) 0

kv
Unsure of what | want to study _ 30%
0

Concerns about my ability to _ 35%
perform academically _ 23%

Lack of knowledge about how _ 18%
to apply for financial aid _ 21%

Unsure of being able to _ 20%
get into a program _ 21%

I 7
Unsure of how to get started
I 20%

Work obligations 10%
(e.g., inconsistent schedule, - 0
difficulty taking days off) I 8%
I 7o
Travel/Distance from work or home
I 7%

S v, I 5%
nsure of program quality
I 6%

B
Concerns about campus safety
I 6%



MOTIVATION TO APPLY TO COLLEGE

Students prioritize both value and flexible paths to career success when weighing application interest

Prospective students are highly focused on value
when evaluating where to apply, with affordability
(22%), tuition assistance (21%), and the ability to
secure a good job after graduation (20%) emerging

as the leading decision factors.

Although these percentages are lower than in
2025, financial considerations and career outcomes
continue to dominate student decision-making,
underscoring the importance of proving both

affordability and return on investment.

BEST PRACTICE RECOMMENDATION
Lead with results-focused messaging.

Students are looking beyond academic offerings to
evaluate how effectively an institution can help them
achieve their career goals. Highlight job placement
rates, graduates’ employment outcomes, average
starting salaries, and top employer partnerships
prominently in admissions materials to connect the
cost of a degree with its long-term value.

© 2026 Hanover Research
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Which of the following factors are most important to you when deciding
where to apply for an undergraduate program or where to take courses?

B 2025 B 2026

Affordability

Tuition assistance
(e.g., financial aid, grants, scholarships)

Getting a good job after graduation

Financial aid availability

Flexible course schedule

Helpful academic services
(e.g., academic advising, tutoring, writing center)

Freedom to speak openly about a variety
of topics, including controversial ones

Location

Distance from family/home

Academic quality

O o0
E— 20
I — ot
I—
I — s
I— o
I 0%
I, 7
I e
I, 1o

I 17

I, 1o

K

I, 1o

I — 25
I, 5%

I n/a

A, 5%

I n/a

A 5%



FUTURE ACADEMIC AND CAREER INTERESTS

Students are more career oriented than ever and willing to consider shorter credentials to get there

Prospective students are most interested in In which types of college programs or degrees are you interested?
earning a traditional bachelor’s degree (66%),

though interest has declined 13 percentage

points since 2025 and 16 percentage points BACHELOR'S DEGREE ASSOCIATE DEGREE

since 2024.

Instead, students are expressing greater

openness to shorter credentials, including 0 0 0 0
associate degrees (45% compared to 36% in 79 /0 66 /0 36 /0 45 /0
2025) and undergraduate certificates (24%

compared to 14% in 2025). However, interest

in non-credit programming did not change. 2025 2026 2025 2026

UNDERGRADUATE CERTIFICATE NON-CREDIT PROGRAM

S v
14% 24% 2% 5%

2025 2026 2025 2026

© 2026 Hanover Research
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FUTURE ACADEMIC AND CAREER INTERESTS

A rising interest in value-added pathways

Prospective students also show a growing interest in programs that Together, these findings suggest that students increasingly value flexible
accelerate career readiness and skill development. educational pathways that accelerate career readiness and specific skill

) ) development alongside a traditional degree.
Four in 10 students say a combined bachelor’'s and master’s degree

would make them more likely to apply, while interest in skills-focused
microcredentials and certificates has grown substantially since 2025.

Demand for interdisciplinary study options also doubled year over vear.

Would any of the following program features make you more likely to apply?

B 2025 B 2026

45%

40%
38% 38%

36%

31%

22% 7%
% 1%
1%
4%
2%
HNE EHENE EHEN EHN O EE O EE O EE -
Bachelor’s + master’s Ability to earn Ability toearn a Accelerated Interdisciplinary Co-majors Not sure None of the above
program completed a skills-focused microcredential/ degree option major or minor would make me
in five years (4+1) microcredential/ short-term certificate (e.g., 3-year more likely to apply
short-term certificate in another area of bachelor’s degrees)
in addition to a degree study (e.g., business,
(e.g., Al, coding, computer science)
leadership) alongside a degree
© 2026 Hanover Research 9
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FUTURE ACADEMIC AND CAREER INTERESTS

Top academic programs of interest

Similar to 2025, academic interests span a range of
disciplines, with business (22%), mathematics (21%),
computerscience (18%),biology (18%),communication
studies (17%), and psychology (17%) ranking among
the most popular potential areas of study. One notable
exception is that engineering dropped from 19% in
2025 tojust 10% in 2026.

See which programs and

occupations are rising in
demand with our infographic,
Top 10 Degrees on
the Rise in 2026-27.

GET THE
INFOGRAPHIC

© 2026 Hanover Research
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TOP 10 PROGRAM INTERESTS IN 2026

d:D\ Business
o

22%

Computer
Science

18%

Communication
Studies

11%

Art

16%

Music

15%

Y

X
I

Mathematics

21%

Biology

18%

Psychology

17%

History

15%

Health &
Exercise Science

15%
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FUTURE ACADEMIC AND CAREER INTERESTS

Career and credential planning

Many prospective students’ career planning is already highly developed, BEST PRACTICE RECOMMENDATION
with nearly six in 10 (58%) kﬂOWiﬂg what career they want to pursue Conduct regular reviews of your academic portfolio.

after high school, an increase in 10 percentage points compared to 2025

Investigate how your academic programs align with student interest and

(48%). In addition, 83% believe their intended career requires a college or labor market demand so you can be confident your institution offers the
advanced degree. highest-impact programs and credentials. To bring more students to your

door, keep in mind that cross-disciplinary programs, applied learning, and

For higher education leaders, these findings confirm that while clear career pathways remain important differentiators.

workforce outcomes are essential, there is a place for both traditional
degree programs and flexible credential pathways in the market.

Does the area that you are interested in
studying prepare you for this career?

Do you know what career you Is a college or advanced degree required
want to pursue yet? to pursue the career you have in mind?
Not sure
5%
Maybe
Yes Yes
~ 83%

No
13% w

© 2026 Hanover Research
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Not sure
3% W
Yes

No
1% j“ o 90%
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LEARNING EXPERIENCE PREFERENCES

Students are more intentional about defining their ideal college experience and

increasingly expect flexibility

While prospective students largely want to
pursue a traditional campus experience, there
is growing interest in flexible learning options.

A majority prefer fully on-campus courses
(53%), though interest in fully online learning
increased substantially, from 14% in 2025 to
35%in 2026.

Meanwhile, preference for hybrid formats
declined yearly, suggesting students seek clear
distinctions between in-person and online

experiences.

© 2026 Hanover Research
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What is your preferred course delivery format
for a college program?

Fully On-Campus Courses

Fully Online Courses

Hybrid Courses

12



LEARNING EXPERIENCE PREFERENCES

Interest in part-time, weekend, and evening learning

rebounds

Prospective students are more certain about their intended credit load. Although most
students still plan to enroll in full-time studies (67%), interest in part-time enrollment
nearly doubled from 2025 (27% compared to 14%), with fewer undecided students.

This change could reflect learners’ need for more flexibility as they manage other

commitments outside of school, such as work or family care.

Interms of course scheduling, weekdays are the preferred time for on-campus classes

(80%), but a greater number of students express interest in weekend and weeknight

options compared to 2025.

Which of the following class times would you be
interested in for an on-campus course?

Not Sure
2%

Weeknights
25%

Weekends
32%

© 2026 Hanover Research
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Weekdays
During the Day

80%

Would you prefer to enroll part-time or full-time?

2026

Not Sure

60/0 ‘

Full-Time

67%

Part-Time

21%

Which of the following class times would you
be interested in for an online course?

Not Sure

Asynchronous — 2%

16%

Weekdays

~— During the Day
Weeknights 61%

39%

Weekends
43%

13



LEARNING EXPERIENCE PREFERENCES

Location and distance preferences widen

Geographic preferences suggest that proximity remains an important
consideration when evaluating colleges, although students appear more

confident and flexible in their location choices than they were a year ago.

Urban campuses are now the most appealing option, attracting 57% of
prospective students, up from 52% in 2025, while interest in suburban
institutions declined from 51% to 40%. Rural preferences remained
relatively stable, decreasing only slightly from 25% to 23%.

At the same time, uncertainty about preferred campus location dropped
substantially, from 20% to 11%, indicating that students are becoming more

decisive about the types of environments they want.

Travel distance preferences also shifted. Fewer students want to remain
in their hometown (10% versus 15% in 2025), while interest in attending

college within two to four hours of home increased significantly.

In which of the following geographic areas
would you consider attending college?

10%
Rural [ 23% -
Not sure - 1%
I am only

interested in

attending college in

my hometown/city

© 2026 Hanover Research
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More than six in 10 students are willing to travel up to four hours from
home, suggesting that institutions have opportunities to expand recruitment
beyond their immediate region while still emphasizing accessibility and

connections to family and support networks.

BEST PRACTICE RECOMMENDATION

Build recruitment messaging around student lifestyle
preferences.

Rather than focusing solely on academics or career outcomes, it’s also
important to show students that you understand how they want to learn and
live. Survey your prospective students and amplify relevant access messaging
to help them see how college can flexibly fit into their lives, alongside their
unique work, family, and scheduling needs.

How far from home would you be willing to go to attend your preferred institution?

34%
28%
13%
0,
- -8 /o 60/0

Less than 2 2to4 hours 5to 7 hours 8 or more hours Not sure
hours from from home from home from home

home

14



SUPPORT NEEDS AND EXPEGTATIONS

Students feel more confident about college preparedness, but communication

and interpersonal concerns increased

In 2026, 60% of survey respondents report feeling very or extremely
prepared to continue their education, up significantly from 44% in 2025,
while only 14% feel slightly or not at all prepared.

Despite this growing confidence, students continue to have concerns about
thetransitiontocollege. The top preparedness gaps center on self-discipline
and motivation (33%), life skills such as managing finances and daily
responsibilities (28%), academic preparation (27%), and communication
skills (27%).

Notably, concerns about working with people from different backgrounds,
teamwork, independent work, and critical thinking all increased year over
year, suggesting students are becoming more aware of the interpersonal
and professional skills needed for success.

Overall, how prepared do you feel to continue
your education after high school?

rrrrrrr L e e B
Not at All Slightly Moderately Very Extremely
Prepared Prepared Prepared Prepared Prepared

2025

4%

2026

3%

© 2026 Hanover Research
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In which of the following areas are you concerned that you will
not be adequately prepared as you continue your education?

Discipline/Self-motivation _ 33%

(e.g., laundry, cooking, managing finances)
Comfort with.people who are from _ 98%
very different backgrounds
Academic preparation/content knowledge _ 21%
General communication skills _ 21%
Critical thinking and problem-solving _ 25%
Ability to work independently _ 25%
Teamwork and collaboration _ 28%
Study skills _ 24%
Creative thinking _ 20%
Writingskills [ 18%
Ability to follow directions _ 18%

Other I 1%

None of the above - 6%

15



SUPPORT NEEDS AND EXPECTATIONS

Concerns about the transition to higher
education decline

Financial concerns are still the leading first-year challenge, with 36%
worried about paying for college, followed by balancing academics with

other responsibilities (31%) and maintaining motivation (30%).

However, nearly every major concern declined compared with 2025,

indicating students feel better equipped overall.

On the other hand, some students express concerns about how Al will
affect their education including academic fairness when peers use Al tools
(26%) and unequal access to Al resources (18%).

The high school students who are more likely to feel prepared for college
are those already showing strong confidence in their educational plans and
postsecondary goals, reflected in substantial gains in overall preparedness
and declining uncertainty across many transition-related concerns.

Build a SEM plan based on proven

practices. Read 5 Ways to Enhance
Strategic Enrollment Management
with Data.

GET THE GUIDE

© 2026 Hanover Research
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Thinking ahead to when you attend college, with
which of the following are you concerned?

Being able to pay for my education

Balancing schoolwork with my
non-academic responsibilities

Having the motivation to do
my schoolwork/study

Balancing schoolwork with social activities

Making friends/fitting in socially

Navigating administrative issues
(e.g., financial aid, signing up for classes)

Living independently/away from home

Getting good grades fairly when
peers might be using Al to cheat

Succeeding academically

Safety on campus

Degree becoming irrelevant

Unlevel playing field if other students
have access to better Al tools

Finding people with similar
religious beliefs

Political activism on campus

Free speech

None of the above

30%

28%

28%

21%

21%

26%

18%

16%

14%

12%

B 3%

16



SUPPORT NEEDS AND EXPECTATIONS

New student orientation
preferences

College-bound students are interested in
attending practical orientation activities that
help them navigate both campus resources
and social integration. This suggests the
need to design introductory experiences
around thoughtfully structured success and
belonging activities, not just informal sports
or entertainment-related gatherings.

BEST PRACTICE RECOMMENDATION

Expand transition-readiness
programming.

While students’ self-reported academic
preparedness has increased, their concerns
about critical thinking, communication,
teamwork, and interacting with people from
other backgrounds have grown. Address
interpersonal skill gaps — before and during
students’ first year — with summer bridge
programs, first-year seminars and embedded
supports, peer mentoring initiatives, and
success and belonging initiatives.

© 2026 Hanover Research
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What would you like to participate in during your college’s new student orientation?

&y

41%

Overview of
non-academic services

(e.g., recreational facilities, mental
health counseling, financial aid office)

31%

Overview of academic
services/supports

=

S
33%

Overview of
academic expectations

41%

Social activities

(e.g., parties, games, icebreakers)

4

L[]
34%

Professor
meet-and-greet

%

25%

On-campus concert

20
38%

Campus tour

09 o
(LL)

CCcOS
33%

Overview of social
opportunities

4%

None of the above

17



PERCEPTIONS AND USE OF Al

Artificial intelligence is now part of the student journey, integrated into

how they learn and plan for college

Prospective students are already using Al regularly to research colleges,

explore careers, and navigate the application process.

Overall attitudestoward Al are more positive than negative: 45% of students
describe themselves as somewhat or very positive about Al, compared to

37% who are somewhat or very skeptical, while 18% remain neutral.

However, differences in Al usage appear by grade level. While nearly three-
quarters of sophomores use Al daily or a few times a week for academic,
career planning, and personal tasks, high-frequency use among seniors
drops to just 36-42% for these same tasks.

Al use is a routine part of students’ lives

As Al becomes embedded as a frequent tool for making educational and
personal decisions, half of prospective students say they use it for academic
purposes at least a few times per week as well as for career planning
activities such as researching colleges and careers (48%). Another 53% use

it frequently for personal tasks.

Importantly, students also recognize the growing importance of Al literacy.
More than half (55%) say developing strong Al skills is very or extremely
important, while 71% believe understanding ethical issues such as bias,

privacy, accuracy, and responsible use is highly important.

© 2026 Hanover Research
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How would you describe your overall attitude toward the use of Al?

Very skeptical/worried

| am concerned about risks and do

not see much potential benefit

Somewhat skeptical

| have reservations, but | can
see limited potential uses

Neutral/unsure

| neither feel strongly positive
nor negative about Al

Somewhat positive

| find Al interesting and believe
it has useful applications

Very positive/excited

| see strong potential and am
enthusiastic about Al's use

|

16%

18%

16%

21%

29%

18



PERCEPTIONS AND USE OF Al

Al is influencing students’ future college and career plans

Students report becoming more interested
in developing human-centered skills (25%),
avoiding careers they believe may be affected
by Al (24%), seeking colleges that provide
guidance on ethical Al use (23%), and building
technical Al-related skills (22%).

Interest in Al-related programs, credentials,
andcareer pathwaysisalsogrowing,illustrating
that students increasingly expect institutions

to prepare them for an Al-driven future.

How important do you think it is
for students to develop strong Al
skills, including learning how to use
Al tools effectively for academic,
professional, and workplace tasks?

Extremely q

Important - il TOP 2
99%

Important

Moderately - o

Important 24%

Slightly
Important

Not at All . 8%
Important

13%

© 2026 Hanover Research
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BEST PRACTICE RECOMMENDATION

Establish expectations for Al use
before students arrive on campus.

Provide clear guidance on appropriate

Al use in coursework, academic integrity
policies, citation expectations, and ethical
considerations during orientation and first-
year programming to establish common
expectations around how they should use
Al throughout their educational journey.

How important do you think it
is for students to understand
ethical issues related to Al, such as
accuracy, bias, privacy, academic
integrity, and responsible use?

Extremely o

Important _ Sl TOP 2
N%

Important

Moderately - 0

Important 13%

Slightly

0,
Important 8%

Not at All I 2%
Important

As aresult of recent developments
in Al, have you made or considered
making any of the following changes
to your college or career plans?

Become more interested in
developing human-centered skills, - 950
such as communication, creativity,

leadership, or critical thinking

Become less interested in majors
or careers that | think may be - 24%,
affected or replaced by Al

Become more interested in colleges
that provide guidance on using - 23%
Al responsibly and ethically

coding, data analysis, or Al tool use

Become more interested in majors
or careers that involve Al, data,
computer science, or technology

Become more interested in
developing technical skills, such as - 22%

Become more interested in colleges
that offer Al-related courses, - 19%
programs, or career preparation

Decided to add a second major,
minor, certificate, or concentration - 18%
related to Al or technology

Changed the type of job or career - 189
| hope to pursue after college o

Changed the number of colleges q
> i 16%
or universities | plan to apply to

Reconsidered whether college is - 159
necessary for my career goals 0

19



SEARCH TIMING AND COMMUNICATI

ONS

College search starts early, and students rely on a fragmented mix of digital

and human sources.

Prospective students begin exploring college well before senior year, creating a longer
recruitment window for institutions. More than half started researching before junior
year, including 18% before sophomore year, 20% during sophomore vyear, and 16%

between sophomore year and junior year.

Yet only 51% feel very or extremely familiar with admissions, indicating an ongoing

need for clear guidance throughout the search process.

When institutions reach out to prospective students, respondents report that email
is still their preferred communication channel at 51%, followed by text messaging at
40% and postal mail at 32%.

Among those who prefer to receive information by social media, TikTok leads at 60%,
followed by Instagram at 54% and YouTube at 51%.

How familiar are you with the college admissions process
(e.g., requirements for applying, when to begin applying)?

Not at All Familiar

12%

Extremely Familiar

23%

Slightly Familiar
16%

Very Familiar

28%

Moderately Familiar

21%

When did you first start conducting research about colleges?

20%
18%
16%
13%
9%
Before Sophomore year Between First half of Second half of
sophomore year sophomore and junior year (fall) junior year (spring)

junior year

© 2026 Hanover Research
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13%
5% 5%
Between junior Senior year Not sure/
and senior year have not started

20



SEARCH TIMING AND COMMUNICATIONS

Primary college search resources

Students rely on a fragmented mix of sources. High
school counselors are the leading resource at 31%,
followed by search engines at 29%, while family and
friends, college websites, and teachers each reach
26%.

Compared with 2025, reported use declined
for search engines, college websites, family and
friends, campus visits, mail, and institutional email.
Additionally, Al tools have emerged as a source for
18% of students.

On-campus visits are still the most trusted source of
college information at 82%, followed by admissions
representatives and alumni at 75% each, current
students at 73%, and college websites at 72%.
Notably, just 66% highly trust Al tools.

Overall, these findings indicate that face-to-face
interactions with trusted individuals are still the
most compelling search drivers for this generation
of digital natives.

BEST PRACTICE RECOMMENDATION

Align digital content, outreach to trusted messengers,
peer engagement, and campus programming, so
prospective students receive consistent information

relevant, high-trust human touchpoints and campus
visits to reduce uncertainty, strengthen confidence,
and improve progression from inquiry to application.

© 2026 Hanover Research
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Design a connected recruitment ecosystem.

wherever their search begins. Begin outreach as early as
possible and use digital behavior to guide them toward

When researching higher education institutions, what
are your primary sources for gathering information?

B 2025

High school counselors

Online search engines (e.g., Google)

Family members or friends

College websites

High school teachers

Online videos (e.g., YouTube)

Information mailed to you from institutions

Information sent by email to you from institutions

Current students of a college/university

On-campus visits

Individuals' social media accounts
(e.g., influencers, current students' personal accounts)

Al tools
(e.g., ChatGPT, Claude, Perplexity, Gemini, Grok)

B 2026

| n/a

I, 1
N 2%
R 7%
N, 52
R 26%
e — 57
I 26%

| n/a

R 26%

| n/a

I v

I 75

R, 717

I o

R, 20%

I 7'

R 1%
I
R 1%

| n/a

R 1%

| n/a

A 6%
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CONCLUSION

Student expectations are
evolving faster than ever

The 2026 National Prospective Student
Survey highlights a student population
that is committed to higher education, but
with increasingly clear expectations around
affordability, career outcomes, flexibility,
technology, and support. Students continue
to see the value of a college education, yet
financial concerns are still the most significant

threat to enrollment.

Atthesametime,demandisgrowingfor career-
focused programs, alternative credentials,
Al-related learning opportunities, and holistic
support services that help students succeed
both academically and personally. Prospective
students are also beginning their college
search earlier and engaging across a wider

range of channels, including Al-powered tools.

The cost of ignoring
student preferences

For institutions, the implications are clear:
recruitment and admissions strategies that
don’t align with evolving student preferences
risk losing relevance in an increasingly

competitive enrollment environment.

Colleges that do not effectively communicate
value, workforce outcomes, affordability,
flexibility, and student support may struggle
to attract and convert prospective students.
As students gain access to more information
sources and decision-making tools, institutions
that rely on outdated assumptions are at a
growing disadvantage.

Track your institution’s enrollment marketing results,
not marketing effort. Get tips from our guide, 4 Ways to

Turning survey insights into
enrollment advantage

Higher education leaders can use these survey
findings to refine recruitment messaging,
inform program development, strengthen
student success initiatives, and improve

engagement strategies across channels.

Just as importantly, institutions should
regularly gather feedback from their own
prospective students to identify emerging
trends, validate assumptions, and monitor
changing needs over time.

By combining national benchmark data with
institution-specific research, enrollment
leaders can make more informed decisions,
respond more quickly to market shifts, and
maintain a meaningful competitive advantage

in future recruitment cycles.

DOWNLOAD THE GUIDE



https://www.hanoverresearch.com/reports-and-briefs/higher-education/4-ways-to-measure-marketing-effectiveness/?utm_source=asset&utm_medium=document&utm_campaign=he-enrollment&utm_content=report-2026-national-prospective-student-survey
https://www.hanoverresearch.com/reports-and-briefs/higher-education/4-ways-to-measure-marketing-effectiveness/?utm_source=asset&utm_medium=document&utm_campaign=he-enrollment&utm_content=report-2026-national-prospective-student-survey

RECOMMENDED READS

Don’t miss these other downloadable assets from Hanover Research to boost your enrollment management success:

GUIDE

4 Ways to Measure Marketing
Effectiveness in Higher Education

Higher ed marketing is changing and the
pressure to keep up is growing. Use this
guidance to maximize your institution’s
branding and marketing effectiveness.

GET.THE GUIDE

INFOGRAPHIC

Top Career Skills for New Grads in 2026

Prepare more students for a shifting
workforce by tracking the top career skills
for bachelor’s and master’s degree holders
in 2026.

GET.THE INFOGRAPHIC

© 2026 Hanover Research
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GUIDE

5 Ways to Enhance Strategic Enroliment
Management with Data

Improve your institution’s enrollment
outlook with the right data to boost
applications, yields, and retention rates.

GET.THE GUIDE

INFOGRAPHIC

Top Career Skills for Two-Year College
Grads in 2026

Prepare more students at two-year
institutions for a shifting workforce by
tracking the top career skills for associate
degree holders in 2026.

GET.THE INFOGRAPHIC

REPORT

2026 National Admitted Student Survey

More applications don’t always mean more
students. Use insights from the 2026
National Admitted Student Survey to

increase your institution’s enrollment yield.

GET.THE REPQRT

INFOGRAPHIC

9 Tips to Attract Gen Z Students (and
Prepare for Gen Alpha)

Use these proven practices to recruit and
serve more Gen Z and Gen Alpha students
at your institution.

GET.THE INFOGRAPHIC
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APPENDIX

SURVEY OVERVIEW RESPONDENT QUALIFICATIONS
* The survey was administered online in June and July of 2026 using * The results presented in this report include aggregate results as
the Qualtrics platform. well as some segmented results.
e The analysis includes a total of 1,000 respondents following e Sample sizes vary across questions as some questions only pertain
data cleaning. to a subset of respondents.
* Respondents were recruited through a panel company. » After data collection, Hanover identified and removed low-quality

respondents. “Don’t Know or Not Applicable” responses, and

BRespondentqualificationssMustbelbeweenioand 19 years old, equivalent, are often excluded from the figures and analysis to

live in the United States, and must be entering their sophomore,
junior, or senior in high school in Fall 2026.

focus on respondents who did express an opinion.

AGE GENDER IDENTITY RACE/ETHNICITY

18to 19 Under 18 . .
e I 7 oo I
33% 67% 51%
. . o
Male _ 4% Black or African American - 24%,

Non-binary/ | % Hispanic or Latin(o/a/x) . 12%

Gender non-conforming

Asian I 4%,

NOtIISted/‘ 00/0

Prefer to self-describe
American Indian or Alaska Native I 49,

Prefer not to respond ‘ 0%
Middle Eastern or North African I 3%
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander I 2%

Not listed/Prefer to self-describe | 1%

Prefer not to respond ‘ 0%

© 2026 Hanover Research 24
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APPENDIX

FIRST GENERATION

Did your parent(s) graduate from college?

Yes, both

Yes, one parent

I 27%
I, 24°%

No

GRADE LEVEL

. 5%

Don't know . 3%
Prefer not to respond I 1%
U.S. REGION
Northeast _ 17%

IR 20%
I —  42%
I 1%

| 0%

Midwest

South

West

U.S. Territory

© 2026 Hanover Research
HEDWP0526

What will be your high school standing in the fall of 2026?

1%

Sophomore

|

40%

Junior

|

44%

Senior

|

HOUSEHOLD INCOME

B 10%
B 10%
R 9%
B 15%
I 19%
I 20%
B 6%

e

B 2%

Under $25,000

$25,000 to $49,999

$50,000 to $74,999

$75,000 to $99,999

$100,000 to $149,999

$150,000 to $199,999

$200,000 or more

Not Sure

Prefer not to respond
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* ABOUT HANOVER RESEARCH

. Our insights help institutions strengthen their academic
portfolio, maximize enrollment and retention, manage costs,

ANOVER : : .

ESEARCH improve brand perception, and engage alumni.

g
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