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Enrollment Insights 
 
H U M A N I T I E S  D E P A R T M E N T  C A S E  S T U D Y  

Nationwide, demand for undergraduate majors has shifted in the past 30 years. Since the recession that 
began in 2007, enrollments have been shifting to the natural sciences and engineering while humanities fields 
have seen a steady decline. Much of this shift has been attributed to the perceived need to graduate with 
concrete skills that can translate into high earnings potential. 

 

Yet, according to the 2016-17 College PayScale Report (http://www.payscale.com/college-salary-
report/common-jobs-for-majors/humanities),  students who earn degrees in the humanities have analytical 
skills, creativity, and critical thinking skills that position them well for careers in law, business, research, and 
communication with mid-career salaries that can top six-figures. The challenge is to attract students with an 
interest in the humanities back to fields of study that prepare them broadly for an ever-changing workplace. 

CASE STUDY:  DEPARTMENT-LEVEL ENROLLMENT INSIGHTS 
The head of a relatively small humanities department in a large flagship university identified a downward 
trend in undergraduate enrollment and sought assistance for reversing the trend. The first step was to 
examine existing data to understand enrollment trends in this unit. In addition, a focus group was used to 
gain more insight into the student experience. 
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Data Analytics 
While the major has never been large, total number of majors declined from 38 to 28 over the past six years. 
Students in this major were more likely than the university as a whole to be female (57% vs. 51%), in-state 
(89% vs. 87%), and Caucasian (89% vs. 81%). 

 

 

 

Enrollments started small in the freshman year and grew dramatically in the junior and senior years. This 
enrollment pattern is typical of “found” majors and suggests a different positioning strategy than is used for 
“growth” or “gateway” majors. “Found” majors typically require a heavy focus on internal communication 
and also on external communication with parents who might have preferred that their students complete a 
“gateway” major such as engineering or pre-med. 
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 Enrollment Predominately Lower Enrollment Predominately Upper 

Low First-Year Retention Gateway Major 

Found Major  

High-First-Year Retention Growth Major 

 

The department has a lower than average ratio of students per faculty member than other humanities 
disciplines. Like most humanities departments, it offers general education and service courses that enroll 
relatively large numbers of students.  In most years, the department outperforms the humanities average 
number of student credit hours per faculty member. While the department is in no immediate danger of 
being eliminated, it does need to increase the number of students it serves or risk losing faculty lines. 

Focus Group 
To gain a better understanding of the experience of students in this department, a focus group was conducted 
with eight currently enrolled students and one recently graduated student who were at various stages in the 
major (from freshmen to senior). Some had selected the major at the time of admission and others switched 
to the major from some other program. 

Participants identified five key “attractors” to the major: 
1. A love of the broad field of study 
2. Study abroad programs in the field 
3. High school teachers in related fields had encouraged them 
4. They often “found” the field of study when surfing web sites 
5. A strong bond between students and faculty because of small class sizes 

Primary reasons that students didn’t start in the major were that they didn’t even know it was an option, that 
they were responding to pressure (usually from parents) to pursue a more career-oriented major, and that 
they didn’t know what they could “do” with the major.  

The focus group revealed five “targets” for future recruitment: 

1. high school teachers 
2. students taking general education and service classes in the field 
3. college advisors 
4. undecided (or major-changing) students 
5. parents 
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The department was provided with a broad messaging strategy recommendation, specific goals, measurable 
objectives, and targeted tactics. For example, recommendations were provided for revising the web site to 
match messages with target audiences. 

 

FROM UNDERSTANDING TO ACTION 
This unit struggled with enrollment, but had a stellar record of retention and 
graduation once students “found” the major. The university-wide recruitment 
efforts were too board and unfocused to provide direct assistance. The 
enrollment insights that were gleaned from examining the data and listening to 
the students led to a focused plan for recruitment. 

By communicating about both the in-major experiences and post-graduation 
opportunities of students, the department could appeal to a very specific 
population that is attracted to the field of study but concerned about both 
short-term and long-term success. They were also able to develop 
communication strategies and tactics that focused on the other key audiences: 
parents, high school teachers and college advisors. 

The data analytics and focus group provided a catalyst for more directly 
addressing enrollment challenges: 

1. Understanding:  The data showed that retention and graduation 
rates were strong among students who “found” the major, but that 
overall enrollment numbers were dropping.  

 

2. Focus:  The focus group provided a tool for developing a deeper 
understanding of why students choose the major and what their 
challenges were before finding the major. It also helped to identify key 
audiences for recruiting. 

 

3. Action:  The full picture allowed the program to develop a recruitment 
plan that included both specific recruitment goals as well as broader 
communication objectives, strategies, and tactics. 

 

STUDENT VOICES: 

“I just kind of found it when I 
was going through websites and 
looking at majors.” 

“I had a high school teacher who 
studied in this field and she was 
a role model in far more than just 
academics.” 

“I think my favorite part is 
getting to know the professors 
really well. We are such as 
small department. We get to 
hang out in the department.” 

“Coming out in my major was 
more of an ordeal than when I 
came out as bisexual.”  

“I was flying under the radar 
with a major in biology and still 
trying to do all the classes for this 
major. My advisor told me I was 
crazy trying to do both.” 

“I'm truly prepared to take on 
anything that comes at me in the 
future. I think that I am a much 
more analytical person and I can 
understand things.” 


