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They are all around us and can have positive and negative impacts

External influences 

Demographics

Student demand 
and interests

Labor market needs

Regional, state, or 
local priorities

Accreditation and 
regulation

Competition

Perception and reputation

Alumni, donors, affiliated groups
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Demographics
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2024 national population aged 15-34

Demographic changes are more than the cliff
Population change to 2034 aged 15-34

Source: Regional  D emographics. Lightcast  . 
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National population increase of 6%

Demographic changes are more than the cliff

• Region, state, locality variation

• Migration patterns—
amplified by the pandemic

• Degree attainment rates

• Changes in racial/ethnic composition

Other factors
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Source: Regional  D emographics. Lightcast  . 
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Demographic changes are more than the cliff
Population change to 2034 aged 15-34

Source: Regional  D emographics. Lightcast  . 
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Projected change in racial demographics in the next decade

Racial Demographic Trends 2024-2034
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The Cliff Part II
Demographics
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What questions should you ask?

Demographic changes are more than the cliff 

How is the population 
that we serve changing 
in the region we recruit 

from?

How is the population 
that others serve 

changing in regions 
near us that could 

impact us?

What do we know 
about pandemic/post-
pandemic migration?



10

Student and Labor Market 
Demand
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What will the next decade look like nationally related to attainment?

Degree Attainment Projections

20 to 24 25 to 34 35 to 44 45 to 64 Over 65

Count 2.17M 11.15M 10.24M 10.73M 4.63M

Share 5.4% 27.5% 25.3% 26.5% 11.4%

*Details do not total to 100% due to missing age not shown

Some College No Credential Population by Current Age

Sources: Degree Attainment. Lightcast   and National Stud ent Cleari nghouse Research Center – Some College, No Credential Dashboard 
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Student and labor market demand can impact 
academic programs

Labor market demandStudent demand

• What programs are students interested in?

• How does that vary by traditionally aged 
students? Transfers? Adult learners? 
Online learners?

• What jobs are available to your graduates?  

• What fields are growing or declining?  What 
fields are emerging?

• Do the salaries support the cost of 
tuition/debt a student may incur?

• Are there corporate partnership 
opportunities in your area?
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Harness available data

Secondary data Primary research

• Program preference

• Modality preference

• Likelihood to consider your institution

• Program attributes
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Fastest Growing Industries 2024-2034

Source: Industry Analytics. Lightcast  . June 2024 
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Infusing Needed Skills – Specialized Skills

Source: Program Development. Lightcast  . June 2024 
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What questions should you ask?

Academic programs and the market 

Are our programs 
meeting student 

interest?

Does this vary by 
types of students we 

serve?

Are our programs 
aligned to or meeting 
labor market needs?

Are our programs 
teaching skills 

needed by 
employers?

What are emerging 
areas of interest?

Are you reviewing 
existing offerings? 
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Competition 
Perception

Price
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Perception and reputation matter

Awareness: 
Do they know of you?

Relevance: 
Does your value proposition 

speak to your constituent’s priorities?

Preference: 
Are you perceived as the 

best option/provider?
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The competition has strategies too

• How do you define competition? Is it stable? 
Where are you competing for and in what ways?

• Students

• Faculty/employees

• Resources

• Industry partners

• How are regional demographic trends impacting competition?

• What modalities are in highest demand and how are 
competitors positioned?

• Are there opportunities to collaborate instead of competing?

Competition Price sensitivity
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What questions should you ask?

Competition, price, and perception

Who are our 
competitors? 

For whom or what?

What are we 
competing on?

What are their 
strengths/

differentiators and 
what are ours?

How do prospective 
students and 

families perceive our 
college or university?

Is our price 
optimized to achieve 

our goals?  

What are our goals?  
More students?  Better 

prepared students?  
Higher NTR?  

Increased access?
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Regulatory 
Accreditation

Other Influences
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Other external influences

And there’s more …

Alumni and donors
Affiliated 

groups
Accreditation 
requirements

Regulatory 
requirements

State, regional, 
local priorities or 

mandates
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Leveraging 
Understanding for 

Strategic Advantage
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Keys to success

Leveraging for strategic advantage

• Gather and utilize data that give you insight into potential impact of external influences. Identify 
opportunities and threats to inform strategy development such as:

• Using demographic data to identify new recruitment regions or expansion into the adult market.
• Analyzing student and labor market demand to identify potential new academic programs.
• Using perception studies to establish marketing and communication strategies around your brand and 

key quality attributes.
• Developing a deep understanding of competitors in order to anticipate impacts on your college or 

university.

• Ensure information on external influences intersects with planning processes at your college or university 
including strategic planning, enrollment projections, financial modeling, academic programs, and 
facilities.  When possible, integrate planning processes.

• Engage your college or university community in conversations regarding strategy.

• Ensure the understanding of external influence is iterative and ongoing.
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Utilizing internal assets and being aware of challenges

Aligning to authenticity

Institutional culture

Financial needs of the
institution

Financial capacity of the
institution to invest

Faculty skills and capacity

Student success and
outcomes

Faculty passion

Current physical
infrastructure

Current technology
infrastructure

Mission
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Integrating market research is essential to academic planning

Academic program planning

• External influences are important factors in academic programs planning within an 
increasingly competitive market. In all instances, but particularly in academic program 
planning, these factors must be contextualized to and balanced with institutional 
mission. 

• Prioritize understanding emerging student demand and labor market needs.

• Build approval structures that allow you to be responsive.  Time to market is critical.

• Be mindful of modality preferences.

• Engage external stakeholders such as alumni, local employers, and public officials to 
gain insight into the labor market.



27

Examples

External Influences Potential Strategy

Steady demographics in your recruitment 
region but notable decline in the market of a 
competitor.

Anticipate potential share decline as competitor may expand into your market.  Be able 
to communicate your value proposition.  Identify additional recruitment regions to 
cultivate if and as yours potentially becomes more competitive.

Significant emerging labor market need in 
project management, but university has a 
multiyear approval process.

Engage faculty to consider the need and viability of a degree or certificate program and 
begin process.  Work with faculty to infuse project management skills in relevant 
programs, communicate those program features, and engage industry partners.

Perception data suggests your institution is 
not known or not preferred amongst your 
competitors.

Identify key quality attributes of importance to your prospective students.  Articulate 
your strengths in those quality attributes.  Decide who you plan to compete with or 
position against.  Review how those competitors are positioning themselves.  Invest 
marketing dollars strategically.
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Questions & Discussion

Jessica Ickes
Vice President

Market and Research Services

Dr. Ken Newbold
Assistant Vice President

Market and Research Services
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schedule a quick 
consultation

ready to lead the way with RNL?

scan here
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