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Executive Summary
This second annual report, part of the BestColleges research series, presents trends in college
student hiring and recruiting within the U.S. Out of 1,000 business leaders surveyed this year, 624
shared how their companies and organizations currently recruit and hire college students from
both online and campus-based programs. Survey participants also shared their perceptions of
online education, details about how they partner with academic institutions to provide education
and training incentives to employees, their recruiting strategies, and the continued impact of
COVID-19 on their work.

KEY FINDINGS
Employer Perceptions of Online Education
•
•

Over half (56%) of business leaders who recruit students and grads said that online is
better than or equal to on-campus learning, up slightly from 49% in 2020.
Older business leaders who recruit students and graduates were more likely to say
online education is worse than learning on campus.

Employee Education Incentives and Academic Partnerships
•

This year, 44% of business leaders from organizations that recruit students said that
they do not offer online education or training opportunities to employees, compared
to only 23% in 2020.

College Recruiting Insights
•

•

More than half of the 1,000 business leaders surveyed (59%) said their organizations
engage in college student recruiting and hiring, with many specifically targeting online
students and programs.
Only 30% of organizations recruiting college students participated in career center
employment portals

Continued Impact of COVID-19
•

The number of companies and organizations that slowed or halted college student
hiring due to COVID-19 is decreasing, although most don’t anticipate a return to prepandemic levels in the next few years.
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Introduction
This second annual report from BestColleges explores current trends in college student hiring
and recruiting. This year, 624 senior business leaders from organizations in the U.S. that actively
recruit college students and recent graduates shared their perspectives.
The study’s findings are presented in four categories: employer perceptions of online education,
employee education incentives and academic partnerships, college recruiting insights, and the
continued impact of COVID-19 on current and future college student hiring.

PROJECT GOALS
This work is part of BestColleges’ ongoing research initiative to provide long-term tracking
and identification of trends related to student demographics, online program marketing and
recruitment, and new program design and development.
Last year, we focused this report specifically on online hiring and recruiting activities. This year’s
survey provides broader coverage of both online and on-campus activities to produce a more
accurate picture of practices during a period of remote learning that extended from the end of
the spring 2020 semester through the spring 2021 semester.
The findings provide insights for those currently supporting college students and recent
graduates with employment information and career guidance.

METHODOLOGY
BestColleges commissioned YouGov PLC to conduct a survey online from April 1-9, 2021. This
year, 1,000 U.S.-based business leaders responded. This group included 624 individuals from
organizations recruiting undergraduate and graduate students and/or recent graduates at the
time of the survey. An overwhelming majority (97%) were from the private sector and not selfemployed. All figures, unless otherwise stated, are from YouGov PLC.

DEFINITIONS
For the purposes of this study, online schools and degree programs were defined as those in which
courses are designed for online delivery and take place predominantly online with no required faceto-face sessions, but may incorporate on-site activities such as residencies, fieldwork, and practicum
requirements. This study did not directly address remote learning, i.e., courses designed for inperson delivery that switched to virtual environments due to COVID-19.
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Employer Perceptions of Online Education
Conversations about whether online education is or can be equivalent in quality to traditional,
on-campus education have persisted for many years (Nikotina, 2016; Mentz & Schaberg, 2018).
However, the widespread exposure to online and remote learning environments experienced
during the coronavirus outbreak may be changing the discourse among students and employers
(FutureLearn, 2021; Venable, 2021).
This year, 56% of business leaders from organizations actively involved in college recruiting said
that online education is better than or equal to on-campus options. This is a slight increase from
49% last year. The percentage of those who said online education is better than on-campus
increased substantially, from 14% to 31%.
Fewer of these business leaders indicated feeling not sure about the comparison this year.
Widespread adoption of remote working and learning in 2020 may have been a factor in
familiarizing more business leaders with not only the experience of online education but also its
potential benefits.

Business Leader Perceptions of Online Education by Report Year

2020 (n=534)

ONLINE IS BETTER
THAN ON-CAMPUS

2021 (n=624)

14%
31%

ONLINE IS EQUAL
TO ON-CAMPUS

35%
24%

ONLINE IS INFERIOR
TO / WORSE THAN
ON-CAMPUS

40%
40%

11%

NOT SURE

4%

0%

10%

20%
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EMPLOYER PERCEPTIONS OF ONLINE EDUCATION

For two years in a row, business leaders from organizations that recruit students who said online
education is inferior to or worse than on-campus learning were more likely to fall into the older
age group of 55+ years old. In 2021, there seems to be less uncertainty across all age groups
as the general perception has shifted from not sure and equal to, to better than. That said, the
negative perception of online education among those 55 and older seems to have increased in
the past year.

Business Leader Perceptions of Online Education - 2020
by Age of Respondent

18-34 (n=127)

35-54 (n=234)

55+ (n=173)

20%

ONLINE IS BETTER
THAN ON-CAMPUS

18%
5%
44%

ONLINE IS EQUAL
TO ON-CAMPUS

33%
31%

ONLINE IS INFERIOR
TO / WORSE THAN
ON-CAMPUS

29%
42%
45%
7%

NOT SURE

7%
19%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Business Leader Perceptions of Online Education - 2021
by Age of Respondent

18-34 (n=210)

35-54 (n=268)

55+ (n=146)

44%

ONLINE IS BETTER
THAN ON-CAMPUS

33%
10%
19%

ONLINE IS EQUAL
TO ON-CAMPUS

29%
24%

ONLINE IS INFERIOR
TO / WORSE THAN
ON-CAMPUS

34%
33%
61%
3%

NOT SURE

5%
5%

0%

10%

20%

30%
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EMPLOYER PERCEPTIONS OF ONLINE EDUCATION

BESTCOLLEGES INSIGHT
Age May Be a Factor in Accepting Online Education
While younger business leaders’ opinions about online education may have improved in the
past year, older leaders’ negative opinions seem to have intensified. Younger business leaders
may have more experience with online programs and the technologies used to deliver them.
Widespread virtual learning and working environments in 2020 likely introduced online learning
to many for the first time. Overall, all age groups felt more certain of their opinions this year.
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Employee Education Incentives and
Academic Partnerships
While many students have career goals in mind when they choose to pursue a college degree,
skills development typically continues well after graduation (Venable, 2021). Most companies and
organizations provide some type of employee training, and some do so through online learning
opportunities.
This year, over one-third (36%) of business leaders who recruit students said that their
organizations work with a partner to offer online courses or programs to current employees.
Furthermore, over one-fourth (27%) said they offer discounted tuition as an incentive to
participate.
Employer Educational Incentives and Partnerships by Report Year

2020 (n=534)

2021 (n=624)

DISCOUNTED TUITION TO
EMPLOYEES ATTENDING
SPECIFIC ONLINE SCHOOLS
OR PROGRAMS

26%
15%

DISCOUNTED TUITION TO
EMPLOYEES ATTENDING
ONLINE SCHOOLS OR
PROGRAMS OF THEIR CHOICE

23%
18%

ONLINE COURSES OR PROGRAMS
TAILORED TO MEET COMPANY
AND EMPLOYEE NEEDS OFFERED
THROUGH A PARTNER

44%
21%

ONLINE COURSES OR
PROGRAMS THROUGH
PARTNERSHIPS WITH SPECIFIC
EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTION(S)
OR TRAINING VENDOR(S)

35%
26%

1%

OTHER*

OTHER TYPES OF
EDUCATION AND/OR
TRAINING PARTNERSHIPS**

13%

5%

NOT SURE

6%

DON'T OFFER ANY ONLINE
EDUCATION AND/OR
TRAINING OPPORTUNITIES

23%
44%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

*Response option removed in 2021
**Response option added in 2021
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EMPLOYEE EDUCATION INCENTIVES AND ACADEMIC PARTNERSHIPS

While these numbers may seem encouraging, they show declines compared with our findings in
2020 (Venable, 2020). This year, the number of business leaders saying that their organizations
don’t offer any online education and/or training opportunities almost doubled from 23% to 44%.

BESTCOLLEGES INSIGHT
Employer Support for Online Education Is in Flux … for Now
This year more business leaders said that online education was better than on-campus
education, but fewer said their organizations offered support or opportunities for employees
to engage in online learning. We may be seeing the results of reduced funding for education
and training in the past year as many businesses struggled to remain in operation during the
pandemic. We can anticipate seeing evolving changes in remote and online work and education
in the coming years.
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College Recruiting Insights
This year, only 41% of the 1,000 senior decision-makers surveyed said that they were not actively
recruiting college students or recent graduates. Of those who were conducting college student
recruiting, nearly 37% recruited undergraduates and recent graduates from online programs
specifically.

Organizations Actively Recruiting College Students and Recent Graduates by Report Year

2020 (n=534)

2021 (n=624)

UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS
AND RECENT GRADUATES
FROM IN-PERSON (WHEN
POSSIBLE) PROGRAMS

51%
62%

GRADUATE STUDENTS AND
RECENT GRADUATES FROM
IN-PERSON (WHEN POSSIBLE)
PROGRAMS

53%
59%

UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS
AND RECENT GRADUATES
FROM ONLINE-ALWAYS
PROGRAMS

26%
37%

GRADUATE STUDENTS AND
RECENT GRADUATES FROM
ONLINE-ALWAYS PROGRAMS

38%
28%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

These findings have been fairly steady over the two years of our study. This year witnessed an
increase in recruiting from all student categories presented, with one exception: Only 28% of
study participants said their organizations were recruiting online graduate students and new
online graduate program alumni this year, which is down from 38% in 2020.

RECRUITING TOOLS AND ACTIVITIES
We asked business leaders to share not only how they are recruiting and hiring college
students, but also whether their recruiting strategies differ for online and on-campus students.
Additionally, we added a broader selection of recruiting activity choices to the 2021 survey.
Overall, the top three recruiting tools reported this year were the same as those reported
last year: online job applications (44%), phone/video interviews (37%), and social media and
networking platforms (32%). In addition, almost one-third (30%) of the organizations represented
by participants worked with student hiring portals coordinated by college career centers.
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COLLEGE RECRUITING INSIGHTS

Tools Used to Identify and Recruit College Students and Recent Graduates by Report Year

2020 (n=534)

2021 (n=624)

27%

AUTOMATED
RESUME SCREENING

19%

61%

ONLINE JOB
APPLICATIONS

44%

29%

CAREER FAIRS VIRTUAL

24%

CAREER FAIRS ON-CAMPUS*

24%

51%

INTERVIEWS PHONE/VIDEO

37%

INTERVIEWS ON-CAMPUS*

29%

EMPLOYER
INFORMATION
SESSIONS - ONLINE

32%
26%

EMPLOYER
INFORMATION
SESSIONS - ON-CAMPUS*

26%

SOCIAL MEDIA AND
NETWORKING
PLATFORMS

37%
32%

CAREER CENTER
JOB PORTALS*

OTHER

30%

5%
2%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

*New response option added in 2021

Our findings indicate a similar reliance on both virtual and on-campus modalities for employer
recruiting and hiring in 2021. This was found for career fairs (24% each) and employer
information sessions (26% online vs. 26% on-campus). When asked about how interviews were
conducted, however, more business leaders indicated that interviews took place via phone or
video conferencing (37%) than they did on campus (29%). This change in interview format was
to be expected, with many colleges closing their campuses or running with limited campus
operations during the past 12 months.
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COLLEGE RECRUITING INSIGHTS

BESTCOLLEGES INSIGHT
Students Should Expect a Hybrid Approach to the Job Search Process
Employers are connecting with students and recent college graduates in a variety of ways. These
approaches include both online and on-site events, such as career fairs, information sessions,
and interviews. Students’ experience with remote and online learning tools and communication
may help them develop skills that translate well to virtual recruiting strategies.

RECRUITING ONLINE AND ON-CAMPUS STUDENTS
Business leaders who recruit students were asked to share the recruiting strategies their
companies use to connect with students enrolled in online and on-campus programs. We also
sought information about whether applicants are screened to determine whether their degrees
were earned online or on campus.
This year’s survey added a neutral option for participants, expanding the scale from four to five
points, as well as a don’t know option. When asked about recruiting strategies, the new response
options seemed to draw from both sides of the scale. However, the overall response this year
was once again agreement that recruiting strategies differ for online and on-campus students.
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COLLEGE RECRUITING INSIGHTS

My company or organization uses different strategies to
recruit college students from online programs vs. in-person programs

2020 (n=534)

2021 (n=624)

STRONGLY
AGREE

31%
26%

SOMEWHAT
AGREE

37%
28%

NEITHER AGREE
NOR DISAGREE

22%

SOMEWHAT
DISAGREE

21%
7%

STRONGLY
DISAGREE

11%
11%

DON'T
KNOW

7%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

When asked about applicant screening, the modified scale made even more of an impact.
Fifty-five percent of these business leaders agreed that job applicants were screened to identify
whether their degrees were earned online or on campus in 2021. This is a notable decrease from
71% in 2020.

My company or organization screens job applicants to
identify whether their degrees are from online or in-person programs

2020 (n=534)

2021 (n=624)

STRONGLY
AGREE

27%

SOMEWHAT
AGREE

27%

39%

32%

NEITHER AGREE
NOR DISAGREE

18%

SOMEWHAT
DISAGREE

18%
9%

STRONGLY
DISAGREE

11%
11%

DON'T
KNOW

7%

0%

10%

20%
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Continued Impact of COVID-19
Our 2020 survey found that COVID-19 had an impact on college student recruiting and hiring.
Almost two-thirds (63%) of business leaders said that they slowed and/or halted student
recruiting practices during the pandemic, while one quarter (25%) said that they shifted their
focus to specific majors (Venable, 2020).
This year, a lower 40% of business leaders shared that they have slowed or halted college
recruiting and hiring, with only 12% focusing on specific majors. This survey item format was
modified, as noted in the graph below. However, we may be seeing overall improvement in these
practices in 2021.

Impact of COVID-19 Outbreak on College Recruiting and Hiring by Report Year

2020 (n=534)*

2021 (n=624)**

WE HAVE SLOWED COLLEGE
RECRUITING AND/OR
HIRING PRACTICES

37%
24%

WE HAVE HALTED COLLEGE
RECRUITING AND/OR
HIRING PRACTICES

34%
16%

WE HAVE SHIFTED RESOURCES
TO RECRUIT AND/OR HIRE
ONLY STUDENTS AND
GRADUATES FROM SPECIFIC
ACADEMIC MAJORS

25%
12%

WE SHIFTED TO
ADDITIONAL ONLINE OR
VIRTUAL RECRUITING
AND/OR HIRING PRACTICES

16%

WE MADE OTHER CHANGES
TO OUR COLLEGE
RECRUITING AND/OR
HIRING PRACTICES

1%
4%

OUR COLLEGE RECRUITING
AND HIRING PRACTICES
HAVE NOT CHANGED

18%
20%

6%

NOT SURE IF PRACTICES
HAVE CHANGED

8%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

*Participants could select multiple responses
**Participants could select only one response
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CONTINUED IMPACT OF COVID-19

While there is no denying the need for changes in employment processes and priorities during
the coronavirus outbreak, only 21% of business leaders anticipate returning to their prepandemic recruiting and hiring practices in the future. This year, 1 in 4 business leaders (25%)
anticipates slowed college recruiting and/or hiring practices over the next several years.

Long-Term Impact on College Recruiting and Hiring After COVID-19 - 2021*

WE ANTICIPATE SLOWED
COLLEGE RECRUITING AND/OR
HIRING PRACTICES OVER THE
NEXT SEVERAL YEARS

(n=624)

25%

WE ANTICIPATE HALTED
COLLEGE RECRUITING AND/OR
HIRING PRACTICES OVER THE
NEXT SEVERAL YEARS

21%

WE ANTICIPATE SHIFTING
RESOURCES TO RECRUIT AND/OR
HIRE ONLY STUDENTS AND
GRADUATES FROM SPECIFIC
ACADEMIC MAJORS OVER THE
NEXT SEVERAL YEARS

23%

WE ANTICIPATE CONTINUED
USE OF ONLINE OR VIRTUAL
RECRUITING AND/OR
HIRING PRACTICES

29%

WE ANTICIPATE CONTINUED
USE OF OTHER CHANGES TO
OUR COLLEGE RECRUITING
AND/OR HIRING PRACTICES

17%

WE ANTICIPATE OUR
HIRING PRACTICES TO
RETURN TO THOSE IN PLACE
PRE-COVID-19 OUTBREAK

21%

DON'T KNOW / NOT SURE
IF THERE WILL BE ANY
LONG-TERM HIRING
PRACTICE CHANGES

19%

0%

10%

20%

30%

*Participants could select multiple responses

Many employers are now using online or virtual strategies to connect with college students and
new graduates. Some of the business leaders recruiting students (16%) shared that they shifted
their approach to include additional online or virtual recruiting and/or hiring practices, but will
this continue post-pandemic? Almost 3 in 10 (29%) of our survey respondents think they will
continue to use online recruiting and/or hiring practices moving forward.
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CONTINUED IMPACT OF COVID-19

BESTCOLLEGES INSIGHT
The Impact of COVID-19 on College Student Hiring May Persist
The effects of the coronavirus outbreak on college campus operations, students’ experiences
(e.g., loss of internships and job offers), the economy, and specific employment sectors (e.g.,
hospitality, travel) may present continued challenges for new graduates. One quarter of business
leaders anticipate slowed college hiring for several years to come. Preparing students to manage
their careers in uncertain times will be critical for their long-term success.
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Conclusion
COVID-19 may continue to impact students’ educational paths and the economy in which
today’s college students will enter the workforce. While career goals remain a strong motivator
for enrolling in a college program, students should have realistic expectations for what the job
search process will look like as they graduate and plan for the future. Up-to-date information
about hiring trends and the job search process in their intended fields will prove essential.
Our insights include a variety of considerations for online program administrators, career
services practitioners, and students alike.

Age May Be a Factor in Accepting Online Education
While younger business leaders’ opinions about online education may have improved in the
past year, older leaders’ negative opinions seem to have intensified. Younger business leaders
may have more experience with online programs and the technologies used to deliver them.
Widespread virtual learning and working environments in 2020 likely introduced online learning
to many for the first time. Overall, all age groups felt more certain of their opinions this year.

Employer Support for Online Education Is in Flux … for Now
This year more business leaders said that online education was better than on-campus
education, but fewer said their organizations offered support or opportunities for employees
to engage in online learning. We may be seeing the results of reduced funding for education
and training in the past year as many businesses struggled to remain in operation during the
pandemic. We can anticipate seeing evolving changes in remote and online work and education
in the coming years.

Students Should Expect a Hybrid Approach to the Job Search Process
Employers are connecting with students and recent college graduates in a variety of ways. These
approaches include both online and on-site events, such as career fairs, information sessions,
and interviews. Students’ experience with remote and online learning tools and communication
may help them develop skills that translate well to virtual recruiting strategies.

The Impact of COVID-19 on College Student Hiring May Persist
The effects of the coronavirus outbreak on college campus operations, students’ experiences
(e.g., loss of internships and job offers), the economy, and specific employment sectors (e.g.,
hospitality, travel) may present continued challenges for new graduates. One quarter of business
leaders anticipate slowed college hiring for several years to come. Preparing students to manage
their careers in uncertain times will be critical for their long-term success.
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Data Notes
1. Percentages reported in this document have been rounded, resulting in some totals adding
up to just under or over 100.
2. In instances in which participants were able to select more than one response, percentages
may add up to more than 100.
3. All data is self-reported.
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Appendix: Participant Demographics
Senior Decision-Makers/Business Leaders Actively
Recruiting College Students and Recent Graduates
Data collected by YouGov PLC
(August 2020, n=534)
(April 2021, n=624)

Gender

Male

Female

2020 (n=534)

65%

2021 (n=624)

35%

67%

0%

20%

33%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Age

18-34

2020 (n=534)

35-54

24%

2021 (n=624)

55+

43%

35%

0%

20%

33%

42%

40%
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23%
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APPENDIX: PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS

Region of Work

Northeast

2020 (n=534)

Midwest

20%

2021 (n=624)

17%

23%

0%

South

West

Elsewhere

(i.e., outside the U.S.)

35%

17%

27%

33%

20%

40%

60%

1%

27%

80%

<1%

100%

Race/Ethnicity

White, non-Hispanic

Black

Hispanic

Other

2020 (n=534)

79%

4%

10%

2021 (n=624)

79%

4%

8%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

7%

9%

100%

Highest Level of Education

No high school
or high school
graduate

2020 (n=534)

2021 (n=624)

2%

14%

5%

0%

Some college
or two-year college
graduate

Four-year
college graduate

40%

17%

44%

42%

20%

Postgraduate

40%

BestColleges | 2021 Trends in College Career and Employment Planning

35%

60%

80%

100%

Page 22

APPENDIX: PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS

Income

Under $40,000

$40,000-$80,000

$80,000+

Don't know/
prefer not to say

2020 (n=534)

6%

22%

66%

5%

2021 (n=624)

6%

20%

69%

5%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Level of Management

Partner or
co-owner of
a business

2020 (n=534)

18%

2021 (n=624)

18%

0%

CEO,
chairperson,
or owner of
a business

15%

18%

20%

Head of
employer

17%

Head of a division,
business unit, or
large organization
within employer

Head of a team,
group, or small
organization
within employer

21%

12%

29%

21%

40%

60%

31%

80%

100%

Type of Organization

Private, for-profit
company

Nonprofit
organization

School or
university

Government

Self-employed

<1%

2020 (n=534)

93%

6%
1%

2021 (n=624)

98%

0%

20%

40%
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APPENDIX: PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS

Company Size

Small (2-100)

2020 (n=534)

Medium (101-500)

41%

2021 (n=624)

Large (501+)

30%

46%

0%

20%

30%

26%

40%

BestColleges | 2021 Trends in College Career and Employment Planning

60%

27%

80%

100%
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