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Executive Summary 
 
Digital marketing has changed more in the past two years than perhaps at any other point in the last decade. 
Artificial Intelligence is reshaping how prospective parents discover schools. Search behaviour is becoming increasingly 
conversational. Digital advertising is more competitive and expensive than ever before, whilst parent expectations continue to rise. 
At the same time, schools are operating within one of the most challenging recruitment environments in recent history.  
 
Demographic changes, increased competition, affordability pressures and heightened expectations mean every enquiry matters. 
Against this backdrop, many independent schools continue to invest in digital marketing strategies built around assumptions that 
were true five or even ten years ago. 
 
For many schools, digital strategy still centres on websites, social media and advertising campaigns. Whilst these remain 
important, they are no longer enough. Digital marketing has evolved into something much broader. It now influences how families 
first discover a school, how they evaluate its credibility, how they compare it with competitors and, ultimately, whether they choose 
to enquire.  
 
The role of the marketing leader is changing too. Increasingly, marketing is not simply a communications function but a strategic 
business discipline that supports recruitment, reputation, commercial sustainability and organisational growth. 
 
This paper explores ten strategic shifts that I believe every independent school should consider when reviewing its digital marketing 
strategy. Some are driven by advances in technology, others by changing consumer behaviour, but together they point towards a 
new way of thinking about digital marketing, not as a collection of channels, but as an integrated strategic capability. 
 
The schools that thrive over the coming years are unlikely to be those producing the greatest volume of content or spending the 
largest advertising budgets. They will be those that understand how prospective families now make decisions and adapt their 
strategy accordingly. 
 
  



Introduction 
The independent school sector has always been competitive, but the nature of that competition is changing. Historically, a school's 
reputation was built over many years through academic results, word of mouth, inspection outcomes and relationships within the 
local community. Marketing played an important role in communicating these strengths, but the journey from awareness to 
enrolment was relatively predictable.  
 
Today, that landscape has changed fundamentally. Parents have access to more information than ever before. They can compare 
schools within minutes, read reviews, watch videos, explore social media, ask Artificial Intelligence platforms for 
recommendations and discuss options with online communities long before they make direct contact with a school. 
In many cases, the admissions team is no longer the first interaction a prospective family has with a school. It may be the fifteenth. 
  
This shift has significant implications for marketing leaders. Success is no longer determined solely by the quality of a prospectus, 
the creativity of a campaign or the number of followers on social media. Instead, it depends on whether a school is visible, trusted 
and relevant across an increasingly complex digital ecosystem. 
 
At the same time, the expectations placed upon marketing leaders continue to grow. Boards and senior leadership teams rightly 
expect marketing investment to demonstrate measurable returns. They want clearer evidence of impact, stronger alignment with 
recruitment objectives and greater confidence that marketing activity is supporting long-term organisational sustainability. 
 
Digital marketing has therefore become far more than a promotional function. It is now a strategic driver of growth. Over the past 
year, through conversations with school leaders, marketing professionals and my own consultancy work across the independent 
school sector, several consistent themes have emerged. Whilst every school is different, the same strategic challenges appear 
repeatedly. The following ten shifts represent what I believe are the most significant considerations for independent school 
marketing leaders as they plan for the future. 
 

Strategic Shift One 
Parents No Longer Follow a Linear Admissions Journey 
 
For decades, marketing strategies have been built around the concept of the admissions funnel. The model was simple.  
A prospective family became aware of a school through advertising, recommendations or local reputation. They visited the website, 
requested a prospectus, attended an Open Day, made an enquiry and, ultimately, submitted an application. Whilst every family's 
journey differed slightly, the overall process was relatively linear and largely under the school's control. 
 
That is no longer the case. Today's admissions journey is considerably more fragmented and significantly more complex. 
 
A prospective parent may first hear about a school through a recommendation from a colleague. Later that evening they might 
search Google, ask ChatGPT to compare local schools, watch videos on YouTube, browse Instagram, read inspection reports, visit 
several school websites, compare fees, join a local Facebook group and read discussions from existing parents. Weeks later they 
may return to the school's website, download a prospectus and only then register for an Open Morning. By the time they speak to 
the admissions team, they have often developed a clear perception of the school based on dozens of digital interactions. 
 
This has profound implications for marketing strategy. Schools are no longer simply competing with neighbouring schools. They are 
competing with every other source of information available to prospective parents. The objective is therefore no longer to drive 
families directly from an advert to an enquiry form. Instead, schools must ensure they appear consistently, credibly and helpfully 
throughout the entire decision-making journey. This requires a shift in mindset. 
 
Rather than planning individual campaigns in isolation, marketing leaders should map the complete parent journey.  

 Where are prospective families asking questions?  
 What information are they seeking?  
 Which channels influence confidence?  
 At what stage do they need reassurance rather than promotion?  



The schools that understand these journeys will be better placed to support prospective families with the right content, through the 
right channels, at the right time. Ultimately, digital marketing is becoming less about generating attention and more about guiding 
informed decisions. 
 

Strategic Reflection 
Before reviewing next year's marketing plan, consider the following questions: 

• Do we understand how prospective families research schools today?  
• Have we mapped every significant digital touchpoint within the admissions journey?  
• Are we present where parents are seeking trusted advice, or only where we traditionally choose to market ourselves?  
• Does our digital strategy support the entire decision-making process, or only the point at which a family is ready to 

enquire? 
 

Strategic Shift Two 
Search Is No Longer Just Google 
 
For almost two decades, digital marketing strategies have largely been built around one central objective: improving visibility on 
Google. Search Engine Optimisation (SEO) became a cornerstone of school marketing. Marketing teams invested significant time 
and budget in optimising websites, improving keyword rankings, creating content and increasing domain authority, all with the aim 
of appearing prominently within search results. Those principles remain important. However, the way prospective families discover, 
and research schools is becoming significantly more fragmented. 
 
Parents may begin their research on Google, but they are increasingly moving between multiple platforms and sources before 
making contact with a school. They might watch school videos on YouTube, search Instagram or TikTok for an insight into everyday 
school life, read conversations within parent forums and local community groups, use voice search or ask an Artificial Intelligence 
platform for advice. Search has therefore become much bigger than the traditional search engine. 
 
From Search Engine Optimisation to Search Everywhere Optimisation 
Traditional SEO has focused primarily on helping search engines understand websites and connect them with relevant searches. 
That remains essential, but marketing leaders should now think more broadly about how and where their school can be discovered. 
 
Parents are also becoming more conversational in the way they search. Rather than simply typing phrases such as “independent 
schools near me” or “best prep school Essex”, they are increasingly looking for answers to much more specific questions: 

• “Which schools offer excellent pastoral care?” 
• “How do I choose the right prep school for my child?” 
• “What should I look for when choosing a boarding school?” 
• “How can I help my child prepare for senior school?” 

 
This changes the way schools should think about search. Schools should continue investing in technical SEO, website 
performance and strong search visibility. However, they should increasingly complement this with what might be described as 
‘Search Everywhere Optimisation’: ensuring that the school is visible, credible and recognisable across the wider digital 
ecosystem in which prospective families are researching education. That includes search engines, social media, video platforms, 
online communities and emerging AI-powered discovery tools. 
 
Creating Content Parents Actually Want to Find 
Being discoverable, however, is only valuable if schools are creating content that families genuinely want to engage with. 
Prospective parents are increasingly searching for answers, reassurance and expertise rather than simply information about a 
school. Schools should therefore consider the questions families are genuinely asking and create useful, authoritative content that 
responds to them. 
The objective is not to be present everywhere. Few school marketing teams have the resources to do that effectively. Instead, 
schools should understand where their audiences are researching, what they are searching for and which channels have the 
greatest influence on decision-making. Search is no longer confined to search engines. It has become part of a much broader 
discovery ecosystem. 



 

Strategic Reflection 
Before reviewing your search strategy this year, ask yourself: 

• Where are prospective families discovering and researching our school? 
• Are we focusing too heavily on Google at the expense of other discovery channels? 
• Does our content answer the questions parents are genuinely searching for? 
• Are our website, social media, video and search strategies working together? 
• Are we measuring digital visibility broadly enough, or are we still relying primarily on traditional SEO metrics? 

 

Strategic Shift Three 

Artificial Intelligence Is Becoming a New Gatekeeper in School Choice 
 
Much of the conversation surrounding Artificial Intelligence in marketing has focused on productivity. Marketing teams are 
experimenting with AI to draft content, summarise meetings, support research, analyse information and develop campaign ideas. 
These tools undoubtedly offer significant efficiencies and will continue to transform the way marketing teams work. 
However, I believe one of the most important implications of Artificial Intelligence for independent school marketing lies elsewhere. 
AI is not simply changing how marketing team’s work. It is beginning to influence how prospective families discover, understand and 
compare schools. As explored in the previous section, search is becoming increasingly fragmented. AI introduces another 
important dimension to that change because it does more than help people find information. Increasingly, it interprets that 
information for them. 
 
From Search Results to Recommendations 
Traditional search engines largely place responsibility on the user to evaluate the options presented. A parent searches for a 
school, receives a list of results, visits websites and begins forming their own shortlist. Artificial Intelligence changes that dynamic. 
A prospective parent might instead ask: “Which independent schools would suit an academically able but quiet child who loves 
music?” or: “Which boarding schools offer strong pastoral care and flexibility for busy professional families?” 
Rather than simply producing a page of links, AI can synthesise information from multiple sources, compare options and provide a 
direct response. That distinction is strategically important. Parents may increasingly form an impression of a school before they 
have visited its website. AI therefore becomes another intermediary between the school and the prospective family. 
 
For marketing leaders, the question is no longer simply: Can families find us? 
It is increasingly: Does the digital world contain enough accurate, credible and distinctive information for Artificial 
Intelligence to understand who we are and why we might be right for a particular family? 
 
Would Artificial Intelligence Understand Your School? 
This is a deceptively simple question, but one that encourages a very different way of thinking about digital presence. 

• Would an AI platform understand what makes your school distinctive? 
• Would it recognise your educational philosophy? 
• Would it identify genuine strengths in pastoral care, academic outcomes, sport, music, boarding or co-curricular 

provision? 
• Would it understand the type of child who thrives within your school? 
• Would it accurately describe the experience families can expect? 
• Or would it simply know that your school exists? 

 
These questions cannot be answered solely through technical optimisation. They require schools to communicate their purpose, 
expertise, values and distinctive strengths clearly and consistently across their digital presence. 
 
Digital Authority Is Becoming a Competitive Advantage 
This makes digital authority increasingly important. Schools should consider not only what they say about themselves, but the 
evidence available online to support those claims. A school describing itself as “nurturing” is one thing. A digital presence 
containing detailed information about pastoral structures, insights from pastoral leaders, parent experiences, pupil stories and 
evidence of how children are supported provides something much more substantial. The same principle applies to academic 



excellence, character education, SEND provision, boarding, sport, music or any other area in which a school seeks to differentiate 
itself.  
Marketing teams should therefore increasingly think about creating a body of credible digital evidence around the school's 
proposition. Over time, that strengthens understanding, authority and trust both among prospective families and within the 
technologies increasingly helping them navigate their choices. 
 
AI Should Enhance Authenticity, Not Replace It 
There is another side to the AI conversation. As generative AI makes it easier than ever to produce content, there is a danger that 
digital marketing becomes increasingly generic. Schools can generate more articles, more social posts and more marketing copy 
than ever before, but volume does not necessarily create differentiation. Parents choose schools because of people, culture, 
relationships, values and experiences. Artificial Intelligence should therefore enhance authenticity rather than replace it. 
 
Used effectively, AI can allow marketing teams to spend less time on routine tasks and more time capturing the stories, expertise 
and human experiences that make their school distinctive. It can support better research, stronger analysis, personalisation and 
more informed decision-making. Technology may improve efficiency, but trust will remain fundamentally human. The schools that 
use AI most effectively are therefore unlikely to be those producing the greatest volume of AI-generated content. They will be those 
that combine technological capability with genuine educational expertise and authentic storytelling. 
 

Strategic Reflection 
As you consider the role of Artificial Intelligence within your marketing strategy, ask yourself: 

• If an AI platform researched our school today, what would it understand about us? 
• Is there sufficient credible evidence online to support the claims we make about our school? 
• Would AI be able to distinguish us meaningfully from our competitors? 
• Are our key messages consistent across our website and wider digital presence? 
• Are we using AI to improve research, insight, analysis and personalisation rather than simply to produce more content? 
• How can AI create more time for the human storytelling, relationships and strategic thinking that technology cannot 

replace? 
 
 

Strategic Shift Four 
Reach Is Giving Way to Intent 
 
For many years, digital marketing success has been measured by visibility. Website visitors. Social media followers. Reach. 
Impressions. Video views. Clicks. These metrics remain useful indicators of awareness, but they do not necessarily indicate 
recruitment potential. The fundamental purpose of marketing within an independent school is not simply to reach the greatest 
number of people. It is to reach the right people. A campaign that reaches 100,000 people who have no intention of considering 
independent education may appear successful on paper yet contribute little to pupil recruitment. Conversely, a campaign reaching 
a much smaller audience of families actively researching schools may generate significantly greater commercial value. 
As competition for pupils intensifies and marketing budgets come under increasing scrutiny, this distinction becomes critical. 
 
The question is no longer simply: How many people did we reach? 
It is: How many of the right families did we influence? 
 
Quality Over Quantity 
Independent school education is one of the most considered purchasing decisions a family is likely to make. Parents invest 
significant time researching options, comparing schools, attending events and seeking reassurance before making a decision.  
Not all audiences therefore hold equal value. A parent actively researching local independent schools today is considerably more 
valuable from a recruitment perspective than thousands of passive users scrolling through social media with no immediate 
intention of changing schools. Successful digital strategies increasingly recognise this difference. 
Rather than pursuing the largest possible audience, they seek to identify and engage families demonstrating genuine interest and 
intent. Marketing becomes less about broadcasting messages and more about recognising and responding to demand. 
 



Investment Should Follow Intent 
This shift has important implications for marketing investment. Historically, many schools have allocated budgets according to 
familiar channels or previous years' activity. The question might have been: “How much should we spend on social media?” A more 
strategic question is: “Where are prospective families demonstrating intent, and how can we be present at that moment?” 
The answer will differ from school to school. For some, high-intent search activity may represent the greatest opportunity. For 
others, remarketing, geographically targeted campaigns, Open Day activity or carefully targeted social advertising may prove more 
effective. The important principle is that investment should increasingly follow parental behaviour rather than historical habit. 
 
Awareness Still Matters 
This is not an argument against brand awareness. Strong brands continue to matter enormously. Schools with clear positioning, 
compelling stories and consistent messaging are more likely to be remembered when families begin actively considering their 
options. Awareness creates familiarity. Familiarity builds trust. Trust influences decision-making. The challenge is ensuring that 
awareness activity supports, rather than replaces, recruitment-focused marketing. Brand activity should create recognition and 
preference. Intent-driven activity should capture and convert demand. The strongest digital strategies understand the role of both. 
 

Strategic Reflection 
As you review your marketing investment, consider: 

• Are we prioritising audience quality as well as audience size? 
• Which channels allow us to reach families demonstrating genuine intent? 
• Does our budget reflect where prospective parents are actively researching today? 
• Are awareness and recruitment activity playing clearly defined roles within our strategy? 
• If we removed historical assumptions and allocated our budget again today, would we spend it in the same places? 

 

Strategic Shift Five 
Your Website Is No Longer a Digital Prospectus 
 
For many years, independent school websites have fulfilled a relatively straightforward purpose. They introduced the school, 
showcased facilities, explained admissions processes and provided practical information for prospective families. Success was 
often measured by visual appeal, navigation and the ability to encourage visitors to book an Open Day or request a prospectus. 
These functions remain important. However, they are no longer sufficient. 
 
The role of the school website is changing. Prospective parents are not simply looking for information about a school. They are 
looking for reassurance, expertise and confidence that they are making the right decision for their child. Rather than asking: “What 
do we want to tell prospective parents?” the more valuable question has become: “What do prospective parents need to 
understand before they feel confident enough to take the next step?” 
 
The Website as a Decision-Support Platform 
Choosing a school is one of the most important decisions many families will make. 
Long before contacting admissions, parents are asking themselves deeply personal questions: 

• Will my child be happy here? 
• Will they be known and understood? 
• How will teachers support them if they struggle? 
• How is academic challenge balanced with wellbeing? 
• Will they make friends? 
• What happens if they are shy, anxious or lack confidence? 
• Will this school prepare them for what comes next? 

 
Many school websites still answer organisational questions extremely well term dates, curriculum, facilities, fees and admissions 
processes while answering these human questions much less effectively. Yet these are often the questions that determine whether 
a parent takes the next step. The strongest websites therefore do more than inform. They help families make decisions. 
 
 



From Brochure to Knowledge Hub 
A modern school website should increasingly function as a knowledge hub: a destination where prospective families can explore 
the school's philosophy, understand its approach and gain confidence throughout their decision-making journey. 
This might include guidance around key educational decisions, insights from teachers and senior leaders, answers to frequently 
asked questions, authentic pupil and parent experiences and examples demonstrating how the school's educational philosophy 
works in practice. The objective is not simply to create more content. It is to create useful content with a purpose.  
Every piece should help a prospective family understand something, answer a question, overcome a concern, recognise a point of 
difference or take the next step. 
 
Authenticity Builds Trust 
Parents have become increasingly sophisticated consumers of digital content. They recognise polished marketing language and 
generic claims. Increasingly, what they value is authenticity. They want to hear from the people who will educate and care for their 
children: 

• The Head. 
• Teachers. 
• Pastoral leaders. 
• Current parents. 
• And, importantly, pupils themselves. 

 
These voices bring a school's culture and values to life in a way that promotional copy alone rarely can. This represents an 
important evolution in the role of marketing. Marketing teams do not always need to create the story. Often, their role is to find, 
shape and amplify the expertise and experiences that already exist within the school community. Independent schools possess 
extraordinary knowledge, expertise and stories. The challenge is making them visible. The schools with the strongest websites will 
increasingly be those that educate, reassure and inspire confidence long before a prospective family ever books an Open Day. 
 

Strategic Reflection 
As you review your website, consider: 

• Does our website help prospective parents make a decision, or simply provide information? 
• Does it answer the emotional and educational questions families are genuinely asking? 
• Are we demonstrating our educational expertise rather than simply promoting facilities and achievements? 
• Are authentic voices from across the school community visible? 
• If a prospective parent spent thirty minutes exploring our website, would they leave feeling more informed, reassured and 

confident? 
 
Every piece of digital content should do one of four things: Inform. Reassure. Differentiate. Convert. 
 

Strategic Shift Six 

From Marketing Metrics to Commercial Intelligence 
 
The next evolution of school marketing is not simply better measurement. It is using marketing and admissions data to make better 
organisational decisions. Every interaction with a prospective family creates information. Where did they come from? What were 
they searching for? Which event did they attend? What content did they engage with? When did they enquire? Did they apply? Did 
they enrol? Taken individually, these are marketing and admissions data points. Taken together, they become commercial 
intelligence. For schools operating within an increasingly competitive and financially challenging market, that intelligence can 
become extremely valuable. 
 
Marketing Should Inform Business Decisions 
Marketing data should no longer be used simply to review campaigns after they have finished. It should help schools understand 
demand, identify opportunities for growth, recognise emerging risks and inform future investment. 
For example: 

• Which geographical areas are generating growing demand? 
• Which age groups require greater recruitment focus? 



• Which entry points have the strongest conversion? 
• Which messages resonate most effectively with prospective families? 
• Which Open Events convert most successfully into applications? 
• Which markets are declining? 
• Which digital channels ultimately contribute to enrolled pupils? 

 
These insights extend well beyond the marketing department. They can inform recruitment strategy, financial planning, admissions 
priorities, market development and wider organisational decision-making. Marketing therefore becomes a source of intelligence 
rather than simply a function that reports campaign performance. 
 
Connecting Marketing to the Admissions Journey 
Perhaps the greatest opportunity lies in strengthening the connection between marketing and admissions. In many schools, the two 
functions still operate as separate disciplines. Marketing generates enquiries. Admissions manage conversion. But prospective 
families do not experience these as separate functions. They experience one continuous relationship with the school. The data 
should reflect that. If marketing teams only measure enquiries, they may never understand which campaigns ultimately produce 
enrolled pupils. Equally, admissions teams may know which families enrol without understanding the digital interactions, content 
and campaigns that influenced their original decision. The strongest approach is therefore to view marketing and admissions as two 
parts of the same recruitment pipeline. This requires shared objectives, integrated reporting and a common understanding of 
success. Schools should seek to understand the journey from first meaningful interaction through to enquiry, visit, application, 
offer, acceptance and enrolment. Only then can marketing investment and recruitment performance be evaluated accurately. 
 
The Growing Importance of CRM and First-Party Data 
This places increasing importance on the quality of a school's own data. A well-managed Customer Relationship Management 
system should be far more than a database of enquiries. It can provide insight into how prospective families behave over time. 

• Which events have they attended? 
• Which communications have they responded to? 
• Which content have they engaged with? 
• How long does the average decision-making process take? 
• Where are families dropping out of the admissions journey? 
• Which enquiries require additional nurturing? 

 
When used effectively, this information allows schools to improve communications, personalise the prospective parent experience 
and allocate resources more intelligently. More importantly, it allows strategic decisions to be based on evidence rather than 
assumption. 
 
Reporting for the Boardroom 
One of the most important responsibilities of the modern marketing leader is translating this intelligence into language that 
resonates with senior decision-makers. A governing board does not need a dashboard containing every available marketing metric. 
It needs to understand what the data means. 

• Where is demand growing? 
• Where is recruitment under pressure? 
• Which markets present opportunities? 
• Which activities are contributing to pupil recruitment? 
• Where should future investment be prioritised? 
• What risks are emerging? 
• What should the school do differently? 

 
This moves marketing reporting away from proving that activity took place and towards informing strategic decision-making. It also 
strengthens the position of marketing within the organisation. Marketing is no longer simply reporting what happened. It is helping 
the school decide what happens next. 
 
 
 



From Data to Better Decisions 
Ultimately, data has little value on its own. Every insight should help answer one fundamental question: What should we do 
differently as a result of what we have learned? The schools that benefit most from digital transformation will not necessarily be 
those collecting the greatest volume of data. They will be those that connect marketing, admissions and commercial insight most 
effectively, and use that intelligence to guide recruitment strategy, strengthen the prospective parent experience and support 
sustainable growth. 
 

Strategic Reflection 
As you review your marketing and admissions intelligence, consider: 

• Can we follow the prospective family journey from first interaction through to enrolment? 
• Do marketing and admissions share data, objectives and a common definition of success? 
• Is our CRM generating insight, or simply storing contact details? 
• What does our data tell us about changing demand, emerging opportunities and recruitment risk? 
• Does our reporting help senior leaders make better decisions? 
• Most importantly, what are we doing differently as a result of what our data tells us? 

 
 

Strategic Shift Seven 
Why LinkedIn Deserves Greater Strategic Attention 
 
When independent schools consider their social media strategy, the conversation often centres around Facebook, Instagram, 
TikTok or increasingly YouTube. LinkedIn is frequently viewed as an afterthought. For many schools, it serves little more than a 
corporate noticeboard where job vacancies, inspection outcomes and occasional news stories are shared. I believe this 
significantly underestimates its strategic value. LinkedIn has evolved beyond professional networking into an important platform for 
thought leadership, institutional credibility and professional reputation. For independent schools, this presents an opportunity that 
many have yet to fully embrace. 
 
Reputation Is Built Long Before Admissions 
Parents are increasingly forming impressions of schools long before they make direct contact. They are not simply looking for 
evidence that a school achieves good results or offers impressive facilities. They want confidence that it is thoughtful, well led and 
educationally credible. This is where LinkedIn offers something different from many other social media platforms. 
It gives schools an opportunity to demonstrate not simply what they do, but how they think. 
 
Independent schools possess extraordinary expertise. Heads, teachers, pastoral leaders, SEND specialists, coaches and other 
educational professionals deal every day with issues surrounding learning, child development, wellbeing, character, leadership, 
technology and the future of education. Yet much of that expertise remains largely invisible outside the school gates. 
School social media understandably celebrates events, achievements and pupil success. Those stories remain important. But they 
represent only one dimension of a school's reputation. Increasingly, schools should also be sharing their thinking. 
 
Thought Leadership Creates Trust 
Thought leadership does not need to mean lengthy academic articles. 

• It might be a Head reflecting on the purpose of education. 
• A Deputy Head discussing character development. 
• A Director of Sport exploring the lifelong value of physical activity. 
• A SENDCo sharing practical insight into supporting neurodiverse learners. 
• A teacher discussing how Artificial Intelligence is changing learning. 

 
These are not traditional promotional messages. They are useful educational insights. Over time, this type of content builds 
something advertising alone cannot easily create: authority. It demonstrates expertise before a family attends an Open Day. It 
reinforces a school's values through authentic leadership. It positions the school as a contributor to educational conversation 
rather than simply another organisation promoting itself. For parents choosing an educational partner for their child, that credibility 
matters. 



 
LinkedIn Is More Than a Marketing Channel 
LinkedIn also has value beyond prospective parent recruitment. A strong presence can support staff recruitment, institutional 
reputation, alumni engagement, partnerships, professional relationships and visibility amongst governors, educational 
organisations and other sector influencers. It can also strengthen the professional profiles of senior leaders and, in doing so, 
reinforce the reputation of the institution they represent. Few digital channels have the potential to influence such a broad range of 
stakeholders. This is why LinkedIn deserves consideration not simply within the school's social media plan, but within its wider 
reputation strategy. 
 
Influence Rather Than Popularity 
Success on LinkedIn should not be measured by follower numbers alone. A thoughtful article read by fifty Heads, governors, 
educational leaders or prospective parents may create considerably greater long-term value than a post generating thousands of 
passive impressions elsewhere. The objective is influence rather than popularity. Credibility rather than virality. Meaningful 
conversation rather than momentary engagement. For marketing teams, this requires a slightly different approach. Their role is not 
simply to produce more content. It is to identify the expertise already within the organisation and help make it visible: interviewing 
teachers, supporting Heads to articulate ideas, capturing educational insight and creating opportunities for school leaders to 
contribute meaningfully to wider conversations. The schools that build the strongest reputations over the next decade may not 
necessarily be those that talk most about themselves, but those that contribute most generously to the wider conversation about 
education. 
 

Strategic Reflection 
As you review your school's approach to LinkedIn, consider: 

• Are we using LinkedIn primarily to distribute school news, or to build institutional authority? 
• What educational expertise exists within our school that currently remains invisible? 
• How visible are our Heads and senior leaders within wider educational conversations? 
• Does our content demonstrate how our school thinks, or simply report what has happened? 
• Are we measuring influence and credibility, or simply followers and engagement? 

 

Strategic Shift Eight 
Marketing Leaders Are Becoming Strategic Business Leaders 
 
Perhaps the most significant shift explored in this paper has little to do with digital marketing itself. It concerns the changing role of 
the marketing leader. For many years, marketing within independent schools was primarily viewed as a communications function: 
producing the prospectus, managing the website, organising Open Days, running advertising campaigns and supporting admissions. 
These responsibilities remain important, but they no longer reflect the full strategic value of the role. 
Digital marketing now intersects directly with pupil recruitment, reputation, parent experience, market positioning, commercial 
growth and long-term organisational sustainability. As a result, the role of the marketing leader is changing with it. 
 
From Implementation to Influence 
In many organisations, marketing has traditionally operated as a service department.  A decision is made. A new initiative is 
launched. A recruitment challenge emerges. Marketing is then asked to communicate it. Increasingly, this model is insufficient. 
Marketing teams often possess some of the richest insight within a school into external markets and changing parent behaviour. 
They see enquiry patterns changing. They monitor competitors. They analyse digital behaviour. They hear what prospective families 
are asking. They understand how the school is perceived externally. This insight has strategic value. Marketing should therefore be 
involved early enough to help shape decisions, rather than simply being asked to communicate them afterwards.  
 
This represents an important shift: from implementation towards influence. 
 
The Marketing Director as Strategic Adviser 
The strongest marketing leaders are increasingly becoming trusted advisers to Heads, Bursars, Governors and senior leadership 
teams. They can help answer questions such as: 

• Where should future pupil recruitment come from? 



• Which markets represent the greatest opportunity? 
• Where are we beginning to see changes in demand? 
• How are competitor schools positioning themselves? 
• What are prospective families really looking for? 
• How should the school differentiate itself? 
• Where should marketing investment be prioritised? 
• How might technological change affect recruitment over the coming years? 

 
These are not simply communications questions. They are strategic business questions. Answering them requires marketing 
leaders to combine marketing expertise with commercial judgement, data literacy, strategic thinking and a strong understanding of 
education. 
 
Building Strategic Capability 
This evolution requires different capabilities. Marketing leaders increasingly need to be comfortable with: 

• Commercial thinking. 
• Data and insight. 
• Financial awareness. 
• Strategic planning. 
• Leadership. 
• Change management. 
• Influencing. 
• Organisational decision-making. 

 
Marketing expertise remains essential, but it is no longer sufficient on its own. Equally, schools need to create the conditions for 
marketing leaders to contribute strategically.  

• Do they have access to meaningful recruitment and admissions data?  
• Are they involved in business planning? 
• Are they part of conversations about future markets and organisational priorities? 
• Do Heads and Governors understand the insight marketing can provide? 

 
Marketing cannot be expected to contribute strategically if it is positioned solely as a delivery function. 
 
A Strategic Business Partner 
The pace of change within education and digital marketing makes this increasingly important. Demographic pressures, affordability, 
competition, Artificial Intelligence and changing parent expectations all require schools to understand their external environment 
more effectively. Marketing is one of the most outward-looking functions within a school. Used strategically, it can provide a vital 
bridge between the organisation and the market it serves. The future Marketing Director may therefore look less like a 
communications manager and more like a strategic business partner, someone who understands audiences, interprets market 
intelligence, influences organisational decisions and ensures marketing activity remains aligned with the school's wider objectives. 
That is both the challenge and the opportunity. 
 

Strategic Reflection 
As you consider the future role of marketing within your school, ask: 

• Is marketing represented in strategic planning, or primarily involved once decisions have already been made? 
• Does your marketing leader have access to the data and market intelligence required to influence organisational strategy? 
• Are they contributing to conversations about recruitment, positioning, markets and future growth? 
• Does your governing board view marketing primarily as a cost centre, or as a source of strategic insight? 
• If marketing disappeared from your leadership discussions tomorrow, what insight would the organisation lose? 

 

 
 



Strategic Shift Nine 
Stop Chasing Platforms. Start Building an Integrated Digital Strategy. 
 
One of the greatest challenges facing school marketing leaders is deciding where to invest increasingly limited time and budget. 
Every year seems to bring another platform; algorithm change or digital trend demanding attention. Facebook changes. Instagram 
evolves. TikTok grows. LinkedIn matures. Artificial Intelligence emerges. Tomorrow, there will almost certainly be something else. 
The temptation is to respond tactically. Should we be on TikTok? Should we advertise on LinkedIn? Should we increase paid 
search? Should we invest more in YouTube? These may be valid operational questions, but they are not the starting point for 
strategy. The more important question is: What role should each channel play in helping prospective families move towards 
choosing our school? 
 
Every Channel Should Have a Purpose 
Digital channels within schools have often evolved independently. The website has been redesigned. Social media has grown 
organically. Email marketing has developed separately. Paid advertising has been added over time. Admissions communications 
may sit somewhere else entirely. Each element may work reasonably well in isolation while still failing to form a coherent digital 
strategy. Integration begins with purpose rather than platforms.  
 
 
Every channel should answer one simple question: What role does this play within the parent decision journey? 

• Search might create discovery.  
• Social media might build familiarity with school culture.  
• Video can make the experience feel tangible.  
• The website can provide depth, reassurance and evidence.  
• Email can nurture interest over time.  
• LinkedIn can strengthen educational authority and institutional reputation.  
• Paid activity can capture or stimulate demand.  
• Admissions conversations can turn interest into confidence.  

Each has a different role. Together, they should create one connected experience. 
 
Consistency Across the Journey 
Integration is not simply about connecting technology. It is also about connecting the experience. A prospective parent should 
encounter the same core proposition, values and sense of the school whether they arrive through Google, an AI recommendation, 
Instagram, a LinkedIn article, an email or an Open Day. The message should adapt to the channel. The underlying story should not. 
When digital activity is fragmented, schools risk duplicating effort, presenting inconsistent messages and creating unnecessary 
gaps in the prospective parent journey. A strong digital strategy connects those interactions deliberately. 
 
The Danger of Following Trends 
Digital marketing will always produce new trends and platforms. Innovation matters, but strategy should not be driven by fear of 
missing out or by what competitor schools happen to be doing. Before investing in any channel, schools should ask: 

• Are our prospective families actually there? 
• What role would this channel play within their decision-making journey? 
• What value could we provide through it? 
• How would it connect with the rest of our strategy? 
• What would we stop or reduce to resource it properly? 

 
That final question is increasingly important. Few marketing teams have unlimited capacity. Every additional channel creates 
another demand for content, management, measurement and expertise. A good strategy is therefore as much about deciding what 
not to do as deciding what to do. 
 
One Connected Digital Ecosystem 
The objective should never be maximum activity across every available platform. It should be to create a digital ecosystem in which 
each element supports the next. Digital marketing should feel like one connected conversation rather than a collection of unrelated 



campaigns. The strongest strategies will not be defined by the number of channels a school uses, but by how clearly each channel 
contributes to the wider recruitment and reputation objectives of the organisation. 
 

Strategic Reflection 
As you review your digital marketing strategy, consider: 

• Does every channel have a clearly defined strategic purpose? 
• Are our digital activities working together, or operating independently? 
• Is the school's proposition consistent across every major touchpoint? 
• Are we investing because a platform supports our objectives, or because everyone else appears to be using it? 
• What could we stop doing to invest more effectively in the channels that matter most? 

 

Strategic Shift Ten 
The Future Belongs to the Adaptable School 
 
Throughout this paper, one theme has appeared repeatedly: change. 

• Artificial Intelligence is reshaping discovery. 
• Search behaviour is evolving. 
• Parent expectations are changing. 
• Data is becoming more valuable. 
• Platforms and algorithms continue to develop. 
• New technologies will inevitably emerge. 

 
The individual tools may change, but the strategic challenge remains the same. Schools need to be able to adapt. The organisations 
that succeed over the next decade are unlikely to be those with the largest marketing budgets, the greatest volume of content or the 
most sophisticated technology. They will be those willing to question assumptions, learn continuously and evolve their strategy as 
the market changes. 
 
Strategy Is Never Finished 
One of the greatest risks facing any successful school is assuming that yesterday's strategy will continue delivering tomorrow's 
results. Digital marketing is not a project that can be completed. Nor should strategy be written once and revisited several years 
later. It requires continual review. 

• Are parent behaviours changing? 
• Are enquiry patterns shifting? 
• Are competitors doing something differently? 
• Are previously successful channels becoming less effective? 
• Is new technology creating opportunities or risks? 
• What does our data tell us? 
• What have we learned? 
• And critically: What should we change as a result? 

 
The strongest marketing teams build these questions into their normal strategic rhythm rather than waiting for performance to 
decline before responding. 
 
Adaptability Is a Competitive Advantage 
Adaptability does not mean chasing every trend. In fact, the opposite is often true. The most adaptable organisations have a clear 
strategy, strong understanding of their audiences and sufficient confidence to distinguish meaningful change from temporary noise. 

• They test. 
• They measure. 
• They learn. 
• They stop activity that no longer creates value. 
• They invest where new opportunities emerge. 



And they remain willing to challenge assumptions that may have been true five years ago but no longer reflect the market today. 
This combination of strategic clarity and willingness to evolve may become one of the most important competitive advantages 
available to independent schools. 
 
The Human Principle Behind Digital Change 
Despite the technological changes explored throughout this paper, successful school marketing will remain fundamentally human. 
Parents do not experience a digital strategy. They experience a school. They do not distinguish between a website interaction, an 
admissions conversation, an Open Day and the eventual experience of joining the community. To them, these are all part of one 
relationship. The promises made through marketing must therefore be reflected in the experience the school delivers. Technology 
can improve discovery. Data can improve decision-making. Artificial Intelligence can increase efficiency. Digital platforms can 
extend reach. But trust, reputation and loyalty are ultimately built through human experience. 
 
The strongest schools will be those that use technology intelligently without losing sight of the people they are trying to serve. 
 

Strategic Reflection 
As you consider how future-ready your school really is, ask: 

• How frequently do we challenge the assumptions underpinning our digital strategy? 
• What have we stopped doing because the evidence suggests it no longer works? 
• How effectively do we identify and test emerging opportunities? 
• Do we have the data, skills and culture required to adapt quickly? 
• Are we using technology to strengthen the parent experience, or allowing technology to dictate our strategy? 
• If parent behaviour changed significantly tomorrow, how quickly could we respond? 

 

Questions Every Marketing Leader Should Ask Before Signing Off Next Year's Strategy 
 

1. Parent Journey: Is our digital strategy built around how prospective families research and choose schools today?  
2. Search: Are we discoverable wherever prospective parents are searching, not simply on Google?  
3. Artificial Intelligence: Would AI accurately understand, differentiate and recommend our school?  
4. Intent: Are we investing in audiences and channels demonstrating genuine recruitment potential, rather than simply 

generating reach?  
5. Website: Does our website help prospective parents make a decision, or simply describe our school?  
6. Commercial Intelligence: Can we connect marketing activity to admissions outcomes and use that data to make better 

strategic decisions?  
7. Thought Leadership: Are we making enough of our school's educational expertise to build authority and reputation?  
8. Marketing Leadership: Is marketing represented as a strategic business function within leadership discussions?  
9. Integration: Does every digital channel have a clearly defined role within one connected parent journey?  
10. Adaptability: Are we continually challenging & adapting our strategy as technology, markets & parent behaviour change? 

 
If several of these questions are difficult to answer confidently, it may be time to review not simply your digital activity, but 
the strategy sitting behind it. 
 

How Future-Ready Is Your School's Digital Marketing Strategy? 

Every school faces different challenges, opportunities and market dynamics. If this paper has prompted you to rethink your 
current approach, perhaps the next step is not another campaign, but a strategic conversation.  
 
At The Strategy Studio, I work with independent schools to review marketing, recruitment and retention strategy, strengthen 
positioning, align marketing and admissions with organisational objectives and prepare for the changing digital landscape.  
Whether through a strategic audit, leadership workshop, coaching and mentoring, or ongoing consultancy, my focus is simple: 
helping schools make better strategic decisions that support sustainable recruitment, reputation and long-term growth. 
 
Charley Torr | The Strategy Studio | www.thestrategystudio.uk | charleyelizabethtorr@outlook.com | 07854 321536 
 

http://www.thestrategystudio.uk/
mailto:charleyelizabethtorr@outlook.com

