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Welcome to our report on digital marketing for postgraduate recruitment, brought to you by Net Natives 
Insights. We have taken the most recent data from searches for and conversation about postgraduate 
study online, and analysed it to better understand how the social and digital postgraduate landscape 
impacts on university’s marketing strategies. 
 
About Net Natives 
Since 2008 Net Natives have worked with over 200 education institutions where they’ve seen an average 
enrolment increase of 14% year on year across their client base. 
 
Net Natives Advertising 
A Google Certified and Trusted Partner and the first Facebook Business Partner agency outside the 
US, our online advertising and social media marketing campaigns have recruited students from over 150 
countries. We are NOT traditional media buyers; instead we pioneer an “agile marketing” method for 
real-time, responsive advertising and combine it with an “empirical approach” to media buying. We use 
programmatic advertising software and Big Data, that turns our clients’ websites into a remarketing 
engine. 
 
Net Natives Insights 
Our teams of analysts and consultants provide expert qualitative and quantitative research reports 
and insights for MBA Providers. We deliver essential in-depth country reports, social media, digital and 
competitor audits 

Net Natives history and services 
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C TM

An elite Facebook Business Partner 

netnatives.com/china 
Award winning social listening and social 

analytics tools 

A trusted Google Partner 

 
EduRank – UK 
EduRank- AUS 
EduRank - USA 

ClearingStats.com 

Google Analytics Qualified  

Net Natives are digital marketing partners for over 200 education institutions. Net Natives Insights 
division uses the latest in digital data analysis to provide actionable insight to the Higher Education sector. 

Our insights experience 
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In this whitepaper we will explore the following areas: 
 
The Postgraduate Audience 
•! Search Behaviour– how is the postgraduate audience searching for opportunities 

•! Social Behaviours – where are the postgraduate audience discussing 
postgraduate opportunities online and what are they talking about 

 
 
University Activity 
•! University Social Activity – What activity is generating engagement on Facebook 

and Twitter  

•! University Display Ads Activity  - What ads are universities using and which 
websites are they advertising on 

Introduction 
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Search Behaviour 
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Points Of Interest:  
•! The largest proportion of people searching for postgraduate key terms were looking for specific 

subjects and institutions, indicating that the course comes first for prospective postgrads, followed 
closely by where it’s delivered. However Finance is also an important issue, with 4 main categories 
being searched for 
– Cost, Scholarships/Studentships/Grants, Funding and Bank Accounts/Loans 

•! Interestingly ‘Scholarships’ is a relatively low use term for prospective students but as you’ll see from 
page 30 it’s a dominant theme in university advertising. 

 
Recommendation: 
Firstly with such a high volume of search being directed at them, ensure you have specific pages for your 
subject areas and course pages with engaging content and the functionality for someone to enquire. For 
many universities with lower search rankings, Google ad campaigns should be used to increase course 
awareness.  
 
Secondly the analysis of ‘funding’ type searches shows us that we need to use terms that students are 
using in order to be present when they’re looking for answers to their questions. If they don’t look for 
‘Scholarships’ then don’t build a ‘Scholarships’ focussed funding page – just call it ‘Postgraduate 
Funding’ instead. 
 
Ask Yourself! 
•! Is there currently enough focus on finance?  
•! Why don’t people search for postgraduate careers, admissions or the degree type as much as other 

areas? 
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Source: Google (tool: Google Keyword Planner) –  
 

Key search terms 
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Education 
 

Health Professions 
 

Business, Management  
& Marketing 

 
Nursing & Midwifery 

 
Social Work 

 
Psychology 

 
Law 

Accounting &  
Finance 
 
English &  
Creative Writing 
 
Computer Science & 
Information Systems 

Medicine 
 
Dentistry 
 
Sciences 

Top 10 
Postgraduate 
Course Areas 

Top 10 Searched 
 for Postgraduate 

Course Areas 

Points Of Interest:  
•! The top searched postgrad course areas 

are Health Professions (19%), Education 
(15%), Medicine (13%), Nursing and 
Midwifery (9%), Social Work (8%), 
Business, Management and Marketing 
(6%), Psychology (5%), Law (5%), 
Dentistry (4%) & Sciences (2%). 

•! The course areas on the far left do not 
appear in the top keyword search terms.  

 
Ask Yourself! 
•! Does this mean that there is already 

enough information about these courses 
elsewhere? 

•! Are people using different search words  
to find these courses (far left)?  

•! Are you focusing your advertising 
campaigns on the top courses, in terms of 
students and what they’re searching for? 

 

Source: Most popular subjects: 
www.theguardian.com/education/2015/feb/24/business-
studies-is-the-big-pull-for-postgrad-students 
Data from The Guardian 2015 Postgraduate Guide:  
www.theguardian.com/education/postgraduate-guide-2015 

Top course areas 
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Source: Google (tool: Google Keyword Planner) 
Top 15 ranking Universities -  http://studylink.co.uk/universities/rankings/ 
 

Points Of Interest: 
•! Mobile postgrad searches have increased 

by 7% in the last year 
•! Tablets increased by 3% 
•! Computer searches decreased by 10% 
•! 40% of the university websites we looked 

at were not optimised for mobile. 

Recommendations 
•! Ensure you are using mobile friendly ad copy 
•! Keep your copy shorter and include  

click-to-call functionality in your ads 
•! Ensure all your postgraduate pages are 

optimised for mobile 
 

 

Search breakdown by device 
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Search times and trends 

Source: Google Trends – Postgraduate education vs Undergraduate education 
https://www.google.com/trends/explore#q=%2Fm%2F01ft79%2C%20%2Fm
%2F0143fl&date=1%2F2014%2012m&cmpt=q&tz= 
https://www.google.com/trends/explore#q=%2Fm%2F01ft79%2C%20%2Fm%2F0143fl&cmpt=q&tz= 
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Points Of Interest:  
•! Mid February (16-22nd), Mid July (13th-19th) and August (17th-30th) are the most popular times for 

postgraduate searches 
•! There are more searches for postgraduate courses than undergraduate courses 
•! Since 2015 postgraduate searches have reduced where as undergraduate searches have stayed level. 

Recommendations: 
Ensure you understand the customer journey for your postgraduate students and where they are in their 
buying cycle; this will enable you to choose the right platform at the right time to engage with prospective 
students. Course awareness campaigns across social and display should be combined with search 
campaigns at the most appropriate period in the year. Just make sure to take into account the differences 
in cycles in different countries and regions. 
 
Ask Yourself! 
•! Why have postgraduate searches decreased in comparison to undergraduate searches? 
•! Why do more people use search engines to look for postgraduate courses than undergraduate 

courses?  
•! What are the reasons for the peaks in search activity? 
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Social Behaviour 
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Where are postgraduate opportunities being 
spoken about online? 

Source: Net Natives Insights 
 
 

Where your audience is posting 
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Points Of Interest:  
•! Forums have the largest share of online discussion around postgraduate study opportunities 
•! Social media platforms have the second largest share with mainstream media accounting for  

just 1 in 5 conversations 
 
Recommendations: 
•! People use forums to ask other students questions about courses, finance etc. It is crucial that you 

understand the conversations on these forums and use the information to improve your own materials. 
We’ll come onto what they are speaking about on the next page. 

•! It can be tricky to start the conversation on a forum and actively engage your audience as an institution  
but social media platforms DO give you the opportunity to do this. Use your Facebook page and 
amplified content to engage your audience. 

 
Ask Yourself! 
•! What blogs do postgraduate students engage with? 
•! How can you leverage any PR generated around your postgraduate provision from the main stream 

media? 
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Source: Net Natives Insights 
 
 

Points Of Interest:  
•! Postgraduate content is very wide 

ranging and diverse. 
 
Recommendations: 
It is crucial to understand and utilise 
this in your content plans, website 
and marketing activity so that you 
cover the key terms and the course/
institution specific content. 

 
 

What content areas are popular? 
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Source: Net Natives Insights 
 
 

Points Of Interest:  
•! Most candidates are talking about the course 

they want to study, followed by those looking 
to finance their course, then the careers that 
come from the degree and finally what type 
of degree (MA, MSc, PhD) will they be 
awarded with. 

 
Recommendations: 
Look at the conversations happening around 
your institution and the postgraduate topic 
areas to see what is important to your target 
students. Ensure that you address important 
points in your marketing and information 
materials with a ‘what if what now’ content 
strategy? 

Audience activity 
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Points Of Interest:  
•! Almost half of conversations are around 2 

course areas: education related courses 
and business courses 

Recommendations: 
Subject level conversations can be very 
useful for understanding what that target 
student may be looking for, so it is crucial to 
look at this content and learn from it. Looking 
at course conversations can also help your 
university plan what new courses you could/
should be offering to be competitive. 

Ask Yourself!  
•! What are the actual conversations 

around the topic and subject areas?  
•! What can your university learn from 

these conversations? 
 

Source: Net Natives Insights 
 
 

Audience activity 
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Source: Net Natives Insights 
 
 

Points Of Interest:  
•! Conversations mention “admissions”, “deadline", 

"application”, “apply” – all application specific conversations 
•! Terms like “species” and “fish” relate to lecturers/students 

being quoted in relation to their areas of expertise. 
Research is also mentioned. 

•! There are also a lot of mentions around “help” and “support” 
 
Recommendations: 
You should understand all the topic areas of discussion 
around postgraduate courses, even if they are hard to define. 
Look at the content and then look at your content plans, 
marketing/ad messages and website to ensure you have all 
the major areas covered. If you have lecturers/ students who 
are being referenced/quoted by the mainstream media then 
use this to your advantage. 

 
 

What does ‘other’ mean? 

%!"#
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University Social Activity 
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Source: Facebook (tool:Fanpagekarma) 
The data is based on a selection of top postgraduate providers (Oxford, LSE, UCL, Imperial, Durham, Bath, Exeter, Surrey, Lancaster, Loughborough, Leicester, Birmingham) 
 

What content works best on social platforms? 
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Points Of Interest:  
Reviewing the content published by the top universities on social media reveals a number of trends. 
•! The shorter the post the greater the response. (based on weighted comments and likes  

((10* shares +9*comments+1*likes)/(number of fans)) 
•! Photos attract much higher amount of likes per post than all of the other content combined 
•! There isn’t a lot of video content being used but it makes up the 2nd highest proportion of engagement 

after images. 
•! Video content has 18% engagement rates but there is less video content due to the time it takes to 

generate in comparison with images 
•! Facebook event posts have almost no engagement 
 
Recommendations: 
Short text and images suit those viewing Facebook on their mobile phones. There has been a huge 
increase in mobile traffic to Facebook and it is crucial that you design content with mobile in mind. 
 
Include links in your post to take people back to your main website, you can include images in your link 
posts to further increase engagement as they are particularly good for lead generation and driving web 
traffic. 
 
Include images and video with your posts where possible and use your students to create video content 
and ensure any corporate videos are amended for use on social media. Think about why people use 
Facebook when thinking about posting your videos, not all videos will work well on Facebook. 
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Source: Facebook (tool:Fanpagekarma) 
Posts are from LSE, university of Lancaster & UCL based on their twitter activity for the last year 

When is the best time to post on social platforms? 
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Points Of Interest:  
•! The larger the circle the more content is posted 
•! The greener the colour the more engaging the content is 
•! The most popular time for publishing Twitter content is Monday-Friday, 8am-4pm, however,  

the data suggests that this content is getting some of the lowest response levels 
•! Posts are actually more likely to get engagement early in the morning 
•! Saturday and Sunday are key times to post content but not many universities are doing it – Social 

media isn’t 9-5 
 
Recommendations: 
Universities need to consider when prospective postgrads will be on social platforms. If they work then 
the weekends and evenings are going to be key times to login to social platforms but that doesn’t mean 
you have to employ a social media night manager. Tools like hootsuite enable you to schedule content 
and ensure relevant content is published at the best times, where it will get the most engagement. 
 
It is also important to remember that international students will be viewing the platforms at different times 
to UK students. Posting in UK working hours (9am-5:30pm) is not going to be the most appropriate for 
maximising engagement levels with international prospects. Again scheduling will help this. 
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Source: Facebook and Twitter (tool:Fanpagekarma) 
From the top ranked postgraduate universities, these are 
some examples of the most engaging published content. 
 

Examples of engaging content (university as a whole) 
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Points Of Interest:  
•! These were some of the highest ranking posts on both Twitter and Facebook –  

we see that photo posts achieved a much higher response than other post types 
•! They’re all great pieces of content but are they aligned to your marketing objectives 
 
Recommendations: 
Think about the “themes” of content that works for your university and your competitors.  
Create a content strategy with a mixture of themes that will be of interest to all of your  
audience and vary it with seasonal trends and key calendar dates. 
 
Utilise all your assets; the location of your university, your alumni/ influencers and your events could all 
be of interest to a prospective student. Look at what’s working for content published by the university 
as a whole and then use what’s working and apply that to postgraduate specific content 
 
Ask Yourself! 
•! What does a “successful” piece of content look like? 
•! What USPs do you have that you can utilise for your content? 
•! Does your content have links back to your key pages? 
•! Are you tracking conversions from your content? 
•! High engagement levels are great but are you measuring activity against your main objectives? 
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Source: Facebook and Twitter (tool:Fanpagekarma) 

Postgraduate posts - Twitter and Facebook 
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Points Of Interest:  
•! This content is much longer than traditional ‘engaging content’ but works because it appeals to  

its specific audience - postgraduate students that care about the university’s research capabilities 
•! The content has also been adapted for Twitter, which is a great example of amending the content  

to fit with the norms on that platform 
 
Recommendations: 
If you know who you are looking to attract with a piece of content then it can be very effective  
even with longer copy. The key is understanding who the content is designed  
for and using imagery/ video to appeal to that audience. We qualify through copy regularly  
to target niche audiences on social platforms including Facebook and LinkedIn. 
 
Ensure you take into account platform best practice and norms when using the same content  
on different social platforms, it may need to be adapted. Content should link back to relevant pages  
on your website that have information on postgraduate opportunities, to move them on in the decision 
making process. 
 
Ask Yourself!  
•! Do you think about who the post is going to appeal to when writing it? 
•! Do you produce content for your audience or for your institution? 
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University Display Ads 
Activity 
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Source: Publisher and websites that have ads on (tool:Whatrunswhere) 
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Points Of Interest:  
•! There’s not a huge amount of creativity in the creative 
•! Messaging, design and layout is similar across the university ads 
•! Only a small number of websites are displaying these ads, pigeonholing the audience  

and ignoring the vast number of sites that a prospective postgrad will be using 
 
Recommendations: 
Original creative should be at the heart of any ad campaign. To stand out in a crowded market  
place it’s crucial to think about your audience and design engaging, unique creative to appeal to them. 
 
Most universities advertise across a small number of major publishers but  we strongly recommend you 
use visitor and conversion data to advertise on the websites that your audience actually visit rather than 
the ones you think they visit. By all advertising on the same websites you will be paying more per 
institution and not getting the best return on investment. 
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Source: Publisher websites (tool:Whatrunswhere) & Synthesio  

Competitors 
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Points of interest:  
•! On many websites your competition is global and not limited to the education sector  

(Vodafone, Microsoft, Sky), they’re paying a premium to be in these places and have  
huge budgets to own the space 

•! The publisher websites that you buy media across make up a small proportion of the  
websites where conversations are actually happening 

 
Recommendations: 
This highlights even more the importance of good creative and a conversion led strategy (NOT publisher 
led) for media buying. Looking at partnership opportunities with big brands that may want to recruit 
postgrads or sponsor degrees and referencing these organisations in your ad there in return for sharing 
costs and improving their employer brand. 
 
Ask Yourself! 
•! Are you buying media direct or programmatically? 
•! What conversions are you getting from the publishers where you buy media? 
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•! Your competition is global - Get creative with your ads and communicate what makes your 
proposition unique when trying to attract students. 

•! People search for postgraduate courses but don’t always search how you’d expect -   
Your postgraduate pages need to be optimised around the terms your prospective students  
use and include data capture functionality. 

•! A postgraduate student cannot be pigeonholed – Postgraduate students are a diverse range 
of people. Think about exactly who you are trying to engage with and what the best practice is for 
that platform when planning and executing your content strategies. Theme content and vary what 
you post. 

•! There is growth in mobile usage - You should have mobile optimised postgraduate pages  
and be adhering to mobile best practice for advertising and content. 

•! Video consumption is growing – Ensure that you invest in professional and student resource  
to create engaging video and edit it to suit the platform you post on. 

•! Students still discuss postgraduate courses on forums– Use forums to research what your 
audience is talking about in relation to postgraduate opportunities. Inform your marketing and 
information with this insight. 

•! Postgraduate students do use social platforms to discuss postgraduate courses. Start 
conversations and target specific groups of users using carefully designed posts and promote  
this to targeted audiences using amplified content. 

•! Postgraduate students are active on a huge range of websites – Don’t just buy media  
on the most obvious websites. Use your audience data and your conversion data to buy media 
programmatically, ensuring you optimise to a specific outcome. 

•! The digital postgraduate landscape is more varied and complex than ever – Digital research 
around your postgraduate brand and audience are crucial for planning an online strategy. 

Findings 
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AGILE MARKETING IS.. 
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5. INTERNATIONAL 
INSIGHTS 
 
5.1 Individual Country Insights 
5.2 Territory Brand Report 

1.  STRATEGIC INSIGHTS 
 
1.1 Web Review & Benchmark 
1.2 Social Media Audit 

 

3. SEARCH ENGINE 
OPTIMISATION (SEO) 
 
3.1 SEO Audit 
3.2 Link Analysis Audit and 
Benchmark 

2. WEB INSIGHTS 
 
2.1 Google Analytics Audit 
2.2 Analytics Implementation 
2.3 Google Analytics Training 
2.4 Usability Audit and Benchmark 

4. SOCIAL MEDIA 
 
4.1 Social Media Insights & Sentiment 
4.2 Community Management Training 
 

 

CONTACT US FOR MORE 
DETAILS: 
 
T: 01273 734 640 
E: Lucy@netnatives.com 
 

List of data insight services 
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For more information 

steve@netnatives.com | 01273 734 640 




