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Hey, how are you doing? I really hope you’re OK
 

It’s been an even stranger world than usual these last few months, hasn’t it? The effect of the Covid-19 pandemic on 

the world has been nothing short of life-changing; almost all of us are working remotely, and doing what we can to 

look after ourselves and others while still keeping the wheels turning.

Well done to each and every one of you for working through it; we’re far from finished yet, but as a sector we’ve all 

done a grand job of reacting and adapting as best we can.

As the world slowly edges itself out of lockdown and quarantine, we can tentatively start thinking about the future - 

about how things might look once things are back to something better resembling what we used to think of as normal.

In fact, that’s the purpose of this white paper - we’re specifically pondering the future of student recruitment in a post 

Covid-19 world. What will change? What, if anything, will stay the same? And, is this the event that tips online recruit-

ment from being something of an add-on to the core of future student recruitment strategies?

Now, they are big questions - probably too big for us to answer fully over the course of this paper. But, we want to at 

least start the conversation and put some ideas forward.

Over the course of the next few pages we’ll offer some thoughts on what the future of student recruitment might look 

like post Covid-19. You’ll hear from some of our partners about how they’re coping and you’ll uncover the results of 

our brand new research all about the effects of Covid-19 on your recruitment efforts.

We hope you find it useful - if there’s anything we can help with then please don’t hesitate to get in touch.

Take care, stay safe and keep being amazing! 

Dave Musson 
Head of Community and Content, The Access Platform
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The forced switch Survey results
The effect of Covid-19 on 
your work, part 1
 

Over the course of this white paper, we’re going to 

reveal the results of our snap survey about the effects 

of the Covid-19 pandemic on your student recruitment 

efforts, which we ran from 19-26 May 2020.

For the first set of results, we’ll look at what the 

immediate impact of Covid-19 has been on student 

recruitment, as well as what channels are proving 

effective for engaging with prospective students and 

what topics they really care about right now. 

Before & after

Before Covid-19, very little was being done in 

terms of online or virtual recruitment. 46% of our 
survey respondents said that ‘very little’ of their 
recruitment was done online, while a further 18% 
said it was ‘less than half’.

The effect of the pandemic has been huge; now, 

82% of respondents said that their recruitment 
was being done ‘entirely online’, while for the 
remaining 18% it is now an equal split of virtual 
and traditional methods.

While this won’t necessarily be surprising, given the 

restrictions that have been placed on people and 

institutions around the world, it’s still fascinating to see 

quite what the shift has been, as well as how quickly 

the sector has reacted and adapted.

Channels and topics

We also asked what topics were proving most effective 

for engaging with prospective students during 

lockdown, and what topics they had questions about.

90% of participants said social media was 
particularly effective, while 55% also vouched for 
targeted emails. 46% praised the value of having 
dedicated web pages, 45% said they were using 
instant messenger services or chatbots, while 36% 
are using peer-to-peer solutions (such as our own 

platform).

When it comes to topics of conversation, the questions 

of most students’ lips - or, technically, fingertips - were 

around the effect of the pandemic on the start of 

their course. 73% of respondents told us students 
wanted to know if they will be able to start their 
course on campus, 64% said they wanted details 
about how courses will be delivered online, and 

46% said their prospects wanted to know how an 
online version of their course would differ from 
the in-person one they’d applied for. Other popular 

topics included details about social distancing on 
campus (36%) and questions about accommodation 

(27%).

Clearly, the prospect of starting a degree course online 

is a big issue - you need to have details about what 

path your institution is planning to take to hand.

to virtual student 
recruitment
 

In one fell swoop, the Covid-19 pandemic completely 

changed how higher education institutions around the 

world have to approach student recruitment.

With travel restricted, recruitment fairs cancelled, and 

staff forced to stay at home, almost every traditional 

recruitment channel was suddenly out of service. 

Thank goodness, then, for online options.

We’re spoiled for choice when it comes to technologies 

allowing prospective students to have conversations 

with your staff, academics and, of course, your current 

students. Those questions are always a vital part of 

the recruitment cycle and, crucially, they can still 

take place online - and still be just as powerful and 

influential.

This is online recruitment’s moment to shine - and it 

has performed admirably.

Prospective students are riding the wave and simply 

making use of those online channels to ask the 

questions they want answering to help them make the 

best decision for their future.

We think this is a good thing - but, then, we would say 

exactly that, given that our product is an online peer 

recruitment tool.

But, our own numbers underline the positive reaction 

to online recruitment:

In the six months from October 2019, we saw an 

increase of over 2000% in the number of new 
accounts created by prospective students, across all 

our partners. 

In the month of May 2020, we recorded a four-
fold increase in the number of messages sent 

through the platform - that's conversations between 

prospective students and either staff or student 

ambassadors. 

For all that it’s been incredibly challenging, it’s also 

been exciting to see just what can be achieved doing 

student recruitment online and certainly makes the 

prospect of it becoming a new normal in the future 

much less daunting than it might once have been.
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Elissa Newall, Edified

Edified

Sharyn Martin, Edified

Partner perspective
The effect of Covid-19 
on your work, part 2

Survey results

For the next part of our survey, we asked participants 

about whether their institution had run an online/

virtual open day, to replace what would have been an 

in-person one. For those who have, we asked them 

how it went. For those who haven’t we asked them 

why.

Almost three-quarters of our respondents - 73% - 
have run a virtual open day since the start of the 
pandemic. They probably didn’t have much choice in 

the matter but were again to show off the ability of the 

sector to move quickly and still offer an opportunity for 

prospective students to find out about an institution 

and have conversations with staff and students.

Of those who have run a virtual open day since the 

Covid-19 pandemic began, two-thirds of respondents 

said these events have been successful. 38% said they 
were ‘very successful’ while a further 25% said they 
were ‘somewhat successful’.

Of those who didn’t have as much success, 25% said 
their events were ‘somewhat unsuccessful’, while 

12% said they were ‘very unsuccessful’.

Obviously, we’d have loved to have heard more tales of 

success, but swapping a well-tuned formula that has 

been run for years on end to a virtual replacement in a 

matter of weeks is always likely to be a challenge.

When it comes to those participants who haven’t run 

a virtual open day, no-one said it was down to a lack 

of technology. While 33% said they had no desire to 
run such an event, the remaining 67% are absolutely 
planning to run one - they just haven’t made it 

happen yet.

Throughout this paper, we’ll include interviews with 

some of our partners from around the world to get 

their perspectives on what effect Covid-19 might 

have on the future of student recruitment. To start off, 

Edified’s Sharyn Martin and Elissa Newall. 
 

When the extent of the pandemic became clear – 
particularly how it would affect your work – what 
did you think?

It was a bit of panic to be honest.  Each news story 

brought more ‘guestimations’ of how long lockdown 

and border closures would last. In the early days there 

were more questions than answers so finding a feeling 

of certainty was difficult.  Eventually it became clear 

that this was not going to be over quickly, so I started 

looking at longer term planning and new segments to 

work with. 

Was it difficult to transition into a new way of 
working?

No.  I work from home anyway so it was BAU for me.  

The only tricky thing was no travel (I’d previously 

travelled interstate in Australia almost weekly), and I 

missed meeting clients face-to-face.

Is there anything you’ve had to stop doing that, 
on reflection, you didn’t need to be doing and you 
actually won’t pick up again once things are back to 
something resembling normality?

Maybe travel.  Although I still don’t feel that virtual 

meetings has exactly the same impact as meeting in 

person.

Thinking specifically about your job and your work, 
what do you think will be Covid-19’s most notable 
legacy on it?

That Universities now know they can change things 

quickly if they need to.  I hope the days of hearing “that 

will take months or years to implement” are over for 

good.  Even administrators have learned they can be 

creative in finding solutions.
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virtual open events
The pivot to

University of Sunderland

Ambassador-created content to 
promote their open events
 
For their online open days, the University of 

Sunderland created two landing pages - one for 

domestic students, and another for international 

students.

These pages featured information, photo and video 

content, and used filtered TAP Carousel widgets 

featuring their Staff, Academics and Students.

Over the course of their event, 91 prospective 
students from 15 different countries engaged in 
135 conversations, where 1,723 messages were 
exchanged. 

They also put our Content feature to great use, by 

commissioning selfies and photos from academics 

and support staff to show they were online and 

available to answer questions.

University of Bolton 

An open day recreated on TAP
 

The University of Bolton used their Student and Staff 

TAP Pages as the main driver for their open day.

The four-hour online event saw Students and 

Staff online and available to chat to prospective 

students through our platform. During the event, 45 
prospective students from 14 different countries 
had 79 conversations, where 1,174 messages 
were exchanged.

Paul Starkey, Director of Student Recruitment & 

Admissions at the University of Bolton, said:

“We didn’t want to let visitors down by completely 

cancelling so we tried to replicate the opportunity 

to talk to our staff as closely as possible. We were 

already using TAP for engagement with current 

students so this was an easy fit for us. Staff found the 

platform extremely easy to use. We are looking to 

take the platform even further now.”

Since this event, Bolton have been trialling 

promoting set times when their academics are online 

ready to answer questions, and are also planning 

some set themes and promotions.

Perhaps one of the biggest challenges facing 

the sector since the outbreak of the coronavirus 

pandemic has been working out what to do around 

open days. 

Getting to visit campus, tour accommodation and, 

crucially, speak to students and staff remains one 

of the most important and influential recruitment 

activities a university can do. But, with campuses 

around the world closed for the foreseeable future, 

the sector has had to rethink things.

For most institutions, that has meant recreating the 

open day experience virtually, with online events. 

Many of our partners have done exactly that, and 

done it really well - using our platform to allow those 

vital peer-to-peer conversations to still happen, and 

for prospective students to still find out all they want 

to know about university life.

University of Sheffield

A peer recruitment-powered 
online Applicant Day
 

The team at the University of Sheffield set up an online 

Applicant Day to replace their usual, in-person, one. 

All applicants were invited to attend via email and 

were sent to a page full of fantastic content about 

life at Sheffield. That page also included a pop card 

to drive traffic to their TAP Page, and they created 

bespoke filtered TAP Pages with custom titles, linked 

from different headings on the main landing page.

The day was a great success; 125 prospective 
students had 169 conversations where 1,914 
messages were exchanged.
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The University of Sheffield
Partner perspective

For our second partner check-

in, we caught up with Jo 
Thompson, senior UK student 

recruitment officer at the 

University of Sheffield. 

When the extent of the pandemic became clear - 
particularly how it would affect your work - what 
did you think?

We were definitely thinking short-term- urgent tasks 

were to bring our then imminent applicant open 

days online as fast as possible. It was a case of pulling 

together as an institution with a can-do attitude and 

getting all hands on deck to pull it off. As time’s gone 

on, the reality is that all of these changes we’re making 

are going to be much longer term and we as a team 

are now very much in the spotlight. There are very 

challenging times ahead.

Was it difficult to transition into a new way of 
working?

There was definitely a feeling of shock and initial 

uncertainty, but there really was no time to dwell 

because of what we needed to achieve in a short 

space of time. We adjusted fairly quickly  and the initial 

discomfort with online meetings soon dissipated and 

became the norm. As time goes on, the challenge 

becomes greater as we plan to build in virtual 

communication at every level and stage of our student 

recruitment. 

On a personal level, I have a young family which does 

present big challenges to my day to day working. 

My new norm features lots of early morning and late 

night working with some brief and intermittent home 

schooling, but after over two months, we are all 

becoming used to this new normal and the kids are 

often active participants in both my and my husband’s 

Zoom meetings!

Is there anything you’ve had to stop doing that, 
on reflection, you didn’t need to be doing and you 
actually won’t pick up again once things are back to 
something resembling normality?

I wouldn’t say we have ‘stopped’ doing anything. Some 

projects and activities were inevitably paused as we 

switched our working practices and other priorities 

have come to the fore. What these events have done is 

to open our eyes to other ways we can deliver activities 

and this is what we will take forward once we start to 

get back to normal.

Thinking specifically about your job and your work, 
what do you think will be Covid-19’s most notable 
legacy on it? 

Exactly what I mentioned above. Student recruitment 

hasn’t changed a lot during my 17 years of working in 

this area. Recent events have given us a big wake up 

call and will leave a huge legacy on the way we deliver 

our activities. We will still continue with traditional 

events but will continue to embrace our new way of 

delivering activities. Now feels like an exciting time to 

be working in student recruitment. 

One positive change has been that even though my 

team and the institution have become more physically 

distant, in some ways, we are working more closely 

together as some of the constraints of the office are no 

longer in place. 
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international student 
recruitment

The effect on
The effect of Covid-19 
on your work, part 3

Survey results

The third section of our survey examined the potential 

impact of Covid-19 on the future of international 

student recruitment. Specifically, we wanted to know 

if colleagues working in international recruitment were 

concerned and, if so, what concerns they had.

Unsurprisingly, almost everyone who responded to our 

survey was concerned - in fact, 91% of participants 
told us they were concerned about the effects 
of the Covid-19 pandemic on their international 
recruitment efforts.

Of those, 55% said they were worried that 
continued travel restrictions will cause 
international students to either change their plans 
or stay at home. The other 36% said their worry was 
that international students would look to other 
countries that are perceived to have handled the 
pandemic better. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This is really tough for international recruitment teams, 

as both travel restrictions and political decisions/

strategies are completely out of their hands. It seems 

fair to wager that how individual countries go about 

easing lockdown restrictions and setting out detailed 

plans for the future of travel will be just as influential as 

how they’ve handled things so far.

The remaining 9% were confident that Covid-19 will 
not have a long term effect on their international 
recruitment efforts; they are confident that, once this 

is over, their international recruitment strategies and 

their key markets for international recruitment will stay 

the same.

One of the most fascinating parts of Covid-19’s legacy 

on the sector has to be what the new normal for 

international recruitment - and the preferred study 

destinations of international students - will be.

For one thing, international students’ choices have a 

very real chance of being affected by how well they 

think a country has dealt with Covid-19. 

Even before the end of April, the PIE reported that 
interest in studying in Germany had increased as 
a direct response to the country’s response to the 
pandemic. Given the general poor view of how the UK 

and the US have reacted, it might not be surprising if 

international students look elsewhere.

Then, there’s the question of travel restrictions and 

- most importantly - the gut feeling of international 

students and their parents.

We’ve seen Canada and Australia begin to outline 
how universities and colleges will reopen - 

something lacking in the UK at the time of writing 

- while New Zealand is considering opening its 
borders for international students.

On top of that, data from UKEAS show that 
international students are re waiting to see what 
happens in the UK and their own home country 
regarding Covid-19 before committing to study 
overseas in 2020.

UKEAS also found that a majority of students from 

Asia and Africa with offers from the UK’s top 30 ranked 

universities would prefer a delayed start to the next 
academic year if online teaching is the method of 
delivery.

And what about year abroad programmes? What will 

they look like? WIll there be any appetite for a year 

abroad completed virtually?
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The new normal

The challenge for recruitment teams in the new normal 

will be making the most of those online recruitment 

tools and making sure they are a tool for engagement 

and conversation, not just a marketing channel.

We’re obviously biased, but we firmly believe in 

the power of using online technologies for peer 

recruitment, i.e. to put prospective students in direct 

contact with Student Ambassadors so they can ask 

questions, really lift the lid on what student life is like, 

and get that reassurance from someone just like them.

You should also drive those conversations using 

content created by your Ambassadors, and make that 

Ambassador-generated content a day-to-day part of 

your digital output.

One thing that Covid-19 hasn’t changed about student 

recruitment is the enormity of the decision around 

where to study. It’s still huge - still likely to be the 

biggest decision any prospective student has had to 

make in their lives so far.

Your Ambassadors can give prospective students 

the information and the insight they need to make 

a confident decision about their future. And, by 
embracing online methods, you’ll be putting that 
decision-making power at their fingertips, ready 
whenever they are.

The new normal for student recruitment will be 

challenging, undoubtedly, but there’s also plenty 

to get excited about. There’s no going back now; 

higher education institutions know the sector is 

about to enter a long recovery period. Putting online 

recruitment methods at the heart of what they do 

- particularly those methods that involve current 

students - can not only help you ride the storm, they’ll 

give you a real chance to thrive.

So, what will the student recruitment landscape look 

like post Covid-19? What will the ‘new normal’ be for 

recruitment professionals across the sector, around 

the world?

Clearly, there are lots of issues to think about and 

things might well change over the middle few months 

of 2020 - how long will courses be delivered online? 

What will social distancing look like on campus? 

What will happen to year abroad schemes? Should 

institutions be worried about any repercussions from 

not being able to offer the courses that they’ve been 

advertising previously?

There are also, of course, financial implications; a 

survey from the University and College Union in the 

UK found that one in five students said they would 
not enrol in the next academic year if classes were 
delivered online and other activities curtailed, 

which could cost the sector £763m in lost tuition fees 
and teaching grants.

At the time of writing, a lot of these questions remain 

unanswered. Some universities have started to reveal 

their plans for 2020/21 - for example, the University of 

Cambridge won’t be delivering in-person lectures until 

Autumn 2021 - but many details are still being worked 

out around the world.

But, one thing we are confident will be part of the 

new normal is the profile and importance of online 

recruitment methods. As we’ve already said, online 
recruitment has really stepped up to the mark 
during this pandemic and, now it’s here, it’s 
staying.

This is something backed up by the final part of our 

survey; while no-one envisages a new normal where 

recruitment is done entirely online, 100% of our 
survey participants said the new normal would be 
a recruitment landscape where online solutions 
have much more prominence and are mixed with a 
return of some traditional/in-person activities.
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For our final partner 

perspective, we gathered 

the thoughts of Jimmy 
Hong, Assistant Director of 

Recruitment Operations for 

INTO University Partnerships.

 
When the extent of the pandemic became clear - 
particularly how it would affect your work - what 
did you think?

My initial thought was that international student 

mobility will be heavily impacted, but at the same time 

it will allow universities to reflect on current practices 

and evolve with the challenging times. The demand 

for higher education has not disappeared nor will 

disappear, but it has accelerated other opportunities.

Was it difficult to transition into a new way of 
working?

Yes, I do miss traveling to meet colleagues and partners 

in-person; virtual meetings cannot replace face-to-face 

meetings completely. I look forward to being able to 

connect with colleagues and partners again soon. 

Is there anything you’ve had to stop doing that, 
on reflection, you didn’t need to be doing and you 
actually won’t pick up again once things are back to 
something resembling normality?

Having to develop two strategies: a) temporary 

Covid-19 strategy; b) ‘normal’ strategy. It will be nice 

when we can develop just one strategy. 

Thinking specifically about your job and your work, 
what do you think will be covid-19’s most notable 
legacy on it?

Covid-19 will be known in history as a disruptive 

pandemic that allowed universities to evolve and 

challenged the status quo of traditional student 

recruitment. Meanwhile, it will create a more blended 

ecosystem of both traditional and digital student 

recruitment. 

Finally - something positive to end on. Can you 
recommend a good book, podcast, movie, or series 
that you’d say is worth giving some quarantine 
downtime to?

For a podcast, I recommend What Eric Made if you 

enjoy cooking and food. What Eric Made is a podcast 

hosted by a husband-and-wife duo. Each episode is 

a casual conversation from their home dining table. 

They dive into a wide variety of culinary topics with 

the intention of bringing professional training and 

knowledge to passionate home cooks (i.e. Which 

Cooking Oil Should I be Using?, The Carbon Steel Pan, 

Fresh Pasta 101, The Perfect French Fry).

Partner perspective
INTO University Partnerships

 z You’ve all done brilliantly so far - there’s still a way to go, but the sector has 

reacted and adapted wonderfully.

 z Covid-19 forced online recruitment methods into the spotlight and they have 
stepped up to the mark - suddenly, almost all recruitment activity is being done 

online and no-one expects those channels to disappear once this is all over.

 z Social media, targeted emails, dedicated web pages, peer-to-peer solutions 
and chatbots are all being used to maintain engagement with prospective 

students.

 z Key topics prospective students want to know about include whether or not they 
will be able to start term on campus, information about online delivery of their 
courses and how that will differ from what they were expecting to get, as well 

as information about social distancing measures on campus.

 z Virtual open days can still allow you to harness the power of traditional open 
days and still allow your prospective students to have conversations with your 

students, staff, and academics.

 z Three quarters of those we surveyed have already run a virtual open day - and 

more than half of those were deemed to be a success. Of those who haven’t yet run 

a virtual open day, the majority plan to do so soon.

 z The impact on international recruitment is massive, and a lot of it is out of the 

hands of higher education institutions. Students are delaying their decisions, and 

many would favour a delayed start to term over courses being delivered online.

 z The biggest concerns for international recruitment teams are the ongoing 
restrictions and disruption to travel arrangements and how that will affect 

their students’ plans. But, there is also concern that students will look at different 

countries than they might previously have, due to how well a nation is perceived to 

have handled the crisis.

 z The overall key takeaway, though, is this: 

online recruitment is here to stay - embrace it!

Takeaways
The future of student 
recruitment post Covid-19
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Whenever I read phrases 

like ‘digital revolution’ or 

‘online transformation’ my 

reflex reaction is to raise my 

eyebrows.

This is my default response to anything that sounds 

trite, reductive, or like I might have heard as a 12 year 

old in an Information Technology lesson at school. 

I should disclose, upfront, that I am a bit of a history 

buff. There, I said it.

My problem with the aforementioned phrases are 

that they, quite artlessly, ignore the much longer and 

incremental narratives with which change occurs and, 

instead, pick an arbitrary moment in time to cite as an 

awe-inspiring inflection point.

Frederic Jameson (who just happens to be one of 

my favourite cultural theorists) identified this as a 

fundamental tenet of postmodern thinking in the 

seminal Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late 

Capitalism. It’s well worth a read, but probably beyond 

the scope of this blog post! To save you the 500 pages 

of reading I’ll summarise: today, we are bad at spotting 

that contemporary events aren’t ‘unique’, and we often 

miss the fact that they are more complex and nuanced 

reworkings of older trends, processes, and ideas.

Although, at first glance, this might seem to have 

absolutely nothing to do with recruiting students 

online, it actually has everything to do with it. 

There has been a revolution in the way that universities 

use technology. The thing is, it didn’t start in 2016. 

It started in the early 16th century. As Gavin Moodie 

notes in his 2014 essay ‘Gutenberg’s effect on 

universities’ the most seismic technological disruption 

to hit institutions came with the invention of the 

printing press. The whole scholastic culture of the early 

medieval period was displaced by a single machine. 

Latin fell out of favour, curricula were expanded, and 

hand-written manuscripts gave way to printed folios. 

Basically, it was a really big deal.

The impact of ‘digital’ technologies on universities has, 

in comparison, actually been fairly modest. Let’s not 

forget that the computer itself emerged from within a 

university. I’m writing this blog in Manchester, 6 miles 

from the site at UoM where Alan Turing built the Small 

Scale Experimental Machine (read: first computer). 

The printing press tore apart the fabric of academia 

and (literally) rewrote the narrative of the university. 

Digital technologies have changed, augmented, and 

developed the way institutions work, but they are part 

of a much longer and richer history and their impact 

on the actual fabric of the academic world has actually 

been fairly modest.

So what’s my point?

Well, it’s this. First, don’t ignore history, (but that’s just 

me being a pedant). My real point is that universities, 

from their most nascent stage, have been theatres 

of technological innovation and adoption. They just 

take a bit of time to adapt. Gutenberg didn’t invent 

the printing press on Monday and see universities 

transformed by Tuesday. The change took at least 50 

years (and probably much longer). What, however, is 

quantitatively different today is the rate of change, and 

the speed of the cadence with which technological 

adoption can happen.

In 2020, institutions have found themselves with a 

new challenge. Prospective students are physically 

distanced from the university. Everyone is stuck 

at home. Universities, already resplendent with 

technologies, have a decision to make. Will they seize 

on and sustain their use of new online communities 

and platforms, or will they revert to type?

Will it be a Gutenbergian transformation, and take 

years? Or is now the moment? 

I’m actually being a little naughty. Jameson said that 

these ‘moments’ don’t really happen. 

But you never know, now might just be the time... 

Nik Higgins

Our perspective
A note from our co-founder



20 21

We want to help the sector successfully navigate these 

challenging times, so are offering all the features of our 

platform - Content, Chat and FAQs - free-of-charge to 
new partners for three months.

Our platform can be set up and embedded on your 

website incredibly quickly, and we’ll work with your 

Ambassadors to ensure they’re confident using it to 

have conversations and create content, before you go 

live. 

We’ll also work with you to develop your peer 

recruitment strategy and help ensure you get the most 

out of our platform now and in the long term.

If you want to find out more, book a demo at 
theaccessplatform.com 

Here’s a selection of some of our existing partners.

We can help!
Want to find out more?
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