
AI invisibility is  
costing you enrollments.
Being seen in AI answers isn’t a marketing 
advantage. It’s enrollment survival.

2025 AI SEARCH TRENDS: 
ENROLLMENT IMPACT BRIEF

After our first 2025 AI Search Trends Report, the takeaway is simple: 
Showing up in AI answers decides who enrolls. This follow-up brief shows 
what’s changed and why programs named in AI grow—while others pay 
more and get less.

Copyright © 2025 Everspring Inc. All rights reserved.   
No copying or distributing without express written permission from Everspring Inc.
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Everspring’s inaugural 2025 AI Search Trends Report in May 2025 showed 
how tools like ChatGPT and Google’s AI Overviews are collapsing the 
traditional search journey, disrupting paid and organic performance and 
redefining which programs prospective students see.

But the impact doesn’t stop at visibility. It extends to pipeline quality 
and enrollment outcomes.

This brief goes deeper, analyzing conversion data from more than 100,000 
leads to reveal which channels are driving students who actually move 
forward to start applications. What we found: Students who discover 
programs through AI tools and organic search convert at 2-3 times the rate of 
paid channels. These aren’t just cheaper leads—they’re more qualified, more 
committed, and further along in the decision-making process.

By the time these students reach your admissions team, they’ve already 
done deep research using AI tools. They arrive with specific questions, 
clear expectations, and a high intention to act. 

If your programs aren’t showing up in AI-generated answers and at the top of 
organic results, you’re not just losing visibility—you’re losing access to your 
most efficient pipeline.

The window to adapt is closing. Students are making decisions earlier, 
moving faster, and choosing programs that meet them where they research. 
The institutions that optimize for AI discovery today will capture tomorrow’s 
most qualified applicants.

A I  c h a t  =  i n s t a n t  s h o r t l i s t :  Students aren’t just seeing links; 
they’re getting tailored advice. Here, a prospective student asks about 
accounting programs and the chatbot ranks, compares, and narrows to 
best-fit options based on follow-up questions.

www.everspringpartners.com/documents/ai-search-trends-report
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Paid channels extend reach but can’t replace 
organic efficiency. 
If you lose 100 organic inquiries, you will need roughly double the 
volume of paid search inquiries—or even more paid social inquiries—just 
to maintain the same number of application starts. Paid investment must 
be strategic, not a substitute for AI visibility.

3 4
AI shapes student expectations before they 
reach your admissions team.
Students enter your funnel with specific questions, detailed 
comparisons, and high intent because they’ve done deep research 
through AI tools. If your programs aren’t showing up clearly in those 
answers, you’re not just behind in the conversation—you may have 
already lost access to your most qualified prospects.

Organic search drives your most efficient 
pipeline, but only if  you’re in Google’s AI 
Overview. 
Inquiries from organic search convert to application starts at the highest 
rate of any major channel. To protect this performance, your programs 
must be cited within AI Overviews that now sit above traditional search 
results.

1
AI chatbots, specifically ChatGPT and 
Perplexity,  deliver exceptional conversion 
quality.
While the volume from ChatGPT and Perplexity is relatively small 
today, inquiries from these channels convert to application starts 
at rates approaching organic. As these channel grow, it becomes a 
critical complement to your organic strategy.

2
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M e t h o d o l o g y
This report draws on Everspring first-party data to analyze enrollment marketing 
performance and applicant behavior from January-August 2025, with year-over-
year comparisons to the same period in 2024. The dataset includes over 100,000 
leads across all channels and more than 10 academic verticals, including business, 
education, engineering, health, technology, law, and social work.

academic  
verticals

10+
months  
of data

8
leads

100K+
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E N R O L L M E N T 
T E A M S  N E E D  
I N  2 0 2 5 
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Your visibility strategy is only as good as the enrollments it 
delivers. AI summaries now dominate the search results where 
prospective students begin their research—and our data shows 
these channels don’t just drive traffic, they drive applicants.

We analyzed more than 100,000 leads across multiple platforms 
and channels—organic search, AI chatbots (ChatGPT and Perplexity), 
paid search, and paid social—to answer one central question: Which 
channels produce leads who move forward and apply? We tracked 
conversion rates from inquiry (RFI submission) to application start, the 
critical moment that signals genuine enrollment intent.

The results were clear: Students who find you through AI-generated 
answers, in both organic search and AI chatbots, are significantly more 
likely to start an application. These aren’t just cheaper leads. They’re 
more qualified, more committed, and more ready to enroll.

I N Q U I R Y 
C O N V E R S I O N 
B Y  C H A N N E L :
I f  Y o u ’ r e  N o t  i n  A I  A n s w e r s , 
Y o u ’ r e  L o s i n g  E n r o l l m e n t s
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Organic search is your  
enrollment engine.
Roughly 1 in 4 inquiries from organic search move forward to 
start an application—the highest conversion rate of any major 
channel (for now). This makes protecting and growing your 
organic visibility the strongest driver of application starts and 
enrollment growth, even as you grow your AI visibility. But, 
“winning” in organic has changed. 

Winning organic now means winning  
the AI Overview. 
On the search results page, AI Overviews appear above 
traditional search results, which means ranking on “page one” 
no longer guarantees visibility. To maintain organic performance, 
you need to be cited within the AI Overview itself. This requires 
answer-focused content and a sound technical website structure 
that search engines can easily read and reference.

Here ’ s  what  the  data  te l l s  us 
about  each  channe l :

I f  y o u ’ r e  n o t  i n  t h e  O v e r v i e w ,  y o u ’ r e  i n v i s i b l e :  Google’s AI Overview 
delivers a complete answer without a click. That zero-click box outranks ads and 
blue links, so visibility (and performance) shift to being named in the Overview itself.
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AI discovery is a core channel,  not an experiment. 
What began as emerging is now essential. While the volume from ChatGPT and 
Perplexity is lower than organic, it’s growing rapidly and delivering exceptional 
conversion rates.

Here ’ s  what  the  data  te l l s 
us  about  each  channe l :

Inquiries from ChatGPT and Perplexity 
move to application starts at rates that 
can reach 3-6 times baseline conversion 
rates from other channels (specifically, up 
to 2-4 times the conversion of paid search 
and 4-10 times the conversion rates of 
top-performing organic). To show up in 
AI-generated answers, your website needs 
to have clear, structured, and answer-first 
content (copy that leads with a direct, 
concise response to a common question, 
followed by supporting context or details). 
This makes it easier for all AI tools, 
including search engines, to understand, 
quote, and surface your programs.

T o  b e  c i t e d  b y  A I ,  r e t h i n k  y o u r 
c o n t e n t :  To be cited, your page must be 
easy to parse. ChatGPT and Perplexity rank and 
cite different universities because answer-first 
structure—definitions, facts, comparisons—beats 
keywords alone.
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Paid search extends your reach but 
can’t replace organic efficiency. 
Inquiries from paid search convert to application starts at 
roughly half the rate of organic inquiries, so every dollar 
must be carefully optimized toward enrollments, not just 
clicks. If organic visibility drops, the gap is significant: Losing 
100 organic inquiries requires at least 2 times as many paid 
search leads just to maintain the same number of application 
starts.

Paid social builds demand before the 
search.
Platforms like YouTube, Meta, LinkedIn, and Reddit create 
awareness and intent before students actively search. 
Don’t judge paid social ads by immediate clicks alone. Track 
whether these audiences return to submit inquiries and start 
applications later in their journey.

Here ’ s  what  the  data  te l l s 
us  about  each  channe l : W h a t  i f  o r g a n i c  s l i p s ?

L O S E  1 0 0 
O R G A N I C  L E A D S

N E E D  ~ 2 X  P A I D - S E A R C H  L E A D S  T O 
R E P L A C E  T H E  Q U A L I F I E D  P I P E L I N E
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T h e  c h a r t  s h o w s  t h e  s t a r k 
d i f f e r e n c e  i n  l e a d  q u a l i t y  a c r o s s 
c h a n n e l s . 

We tracked conversion rates from inquiry 
(request for information submission) to 
application start and found that organic 
search and AI chatbots (ChatGPT and 
Perplexity) deliver conversion rates roughly 
5-6 times higher than paid social and 2-3 
times higher than paid search. The visual 
makes it clear: When students find you 
through organic results or AI-generated 
answers, they’re far more likely to move 
forward and start an application. These high-
intent discovery channels don’t just drive 
more traffic—they drive better prospects who 
are already deeper in their decision-making 
process.

Lead-to-Applicant Conversion Rates by Channel
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Bottom line: 
Students can’t apply to programs they can’t find. Today, visibility means showing up in  
AI-generated answers and the first organic Google link beneath the AI Overview. 

When you show up in these high-intent moments of self-directed research, you reach students who 
are actively evaluating programs and ready to move forward. Without these placements, you are not 
only losing visibility; you’re losing access to your most qualified student pipeline. You’ll spend more 
on paid channels to chase lower-intent leads, acquiring students who cost more and convert less.

I n q u i r y 
C o n v e r s i o n  
b y  C h a n n e l



E X E C U T I V E  
S U M M A R Y

S T R A T E G I C 
R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

E N R O L L M E N T  
R I S K S

A I  S E A R C H  
S T R A T E G Y

M E T H O D O L O G YK E Y  F I N D I N G S 2025 Everspring AI Enrollment Impact Brief | 16
E N R O L L M E N T 

S I G N A L S

A D M I S S I O N 
I N S I G H T S :
A d v i s o r s  A r e  M e e t i n g  
A I - I n f l u e n c e d  S t u d e n t s

The pipeline implications go beyond conversion rates. As your admissions 
team works the inquiries that come through these channels, they’re meeting 
students who have been shaped by AI-assisted research. Tools like ChatGPT 
aren’t just driving discovery—they’re acting as virtual advisors, influencing how 
students describe programs, compare options, and decide where to apply. 
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Students arrive with AI-generated questions,  
sometimes verbatim. 
Advisors report students arriving with nearly identical questions, often mirroring the structure 
and language used in ChatGPT responses. Students are adopting AI’s framing and bringing 
specific terminology, comparisons, and expectations directly into the admissions conversation.

AI changes who you compete against,  upending the 
traditional competitive framework. 
Because AI results shift based on how prompts are phrased, not on school size or brand 
prestige, competitive sets are being reshaped. A regional program may surface ahead of 
nationally ranked institutions when a student filters by geography, cost, or modality. This 
is changing who institutions compete against and how they’re positioned in the minds of 
prospective students.

Here  are  the  sh i f ts  recru i tment  teams  are  report ing  as  
they  engage  wi th  leads  f rom th i s  new research  exper ience .

Students are finding programs in AI answers.
Students are explicitly naming ChatGPT as the reason they found a program, sometimes 
noting it appeared first in an AI-generated shortlist. For these applicants, the first impression 
isn’t happening on your website or through a paid ad—it’s happening inside an AI answer.
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Bottom line: 
By the time students reach admissions, many already have a clear impression of your 
institution—shaped by AI. These are high-intent students who have done deep research quickly and 
know what they’re looking for. If your programs aren’t showing up clearly and consistently in tools 
like ChatGPT and AI Overviews, you may be left out of the conversation entirely. But showing up 
isn’t enough. You need to deliver the specific answers they need, fast. AI tools have raised the bar for 
research quality and speed, and students will move forward with programs that meet them there. The 
conversion data proves it: these students are ready to act if you give them what they need.

A d m i s s i o n 
I n s i g h t s
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Optimize for AI discovery, not just SEO
If your content doesn’t appear in AI-generated answers, you’re missing out on the most 
powerful source of high-intent leads. To show up in AI answers, write answer-first content, 
structure pages clearly, and include machine-readable metadata. This ensures that AI tools, not 
just search engines, can easily parse and surface your programs to prospective students.

In short: optimization now extends beyond keywords to the language AI uses to teach itself 
about your programs.

1

Rethink your performance benchmarks
Success today requires more than just strong lead volume. Shift focus to lead quality, 
application conversion, and cost-per-enrollment, or risk overinvesting in channels that no 
longer reflect true intent or influence. And if your data is not connected to provide insights 
into these metrics, make that a priority, since you can only manage what you can measure, and 
visibility into your down-funnel performance will be ever more essential as AI-driven search 
expands.

2

3
Equip admissions to engage  
AI-informed students
Students arriving from AI discovery have done 
deeper research faster than previous generations 
of applicants. They come with specific questions, 
clear expectations, and ready-to-compare details 
in mind. Your admissions team needs to match 
that momentum. 

This means: providing advisors with the same 
detailed, answer-first information that performs 
well in AI tools; training them to recognize and 
respond to AI-influenced questions; and ensuring 
inquiry follow-up is fast, specific, and aligned 
with what students already know. These high-
intent leads will move forward quickly, but only 
if your admissions process meets them at their 
level of preparation. Speed and specificity now 
directly impact whether these valuable inquiries 
convert to applications.
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F O R  E N R O L L M E N T
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W h a t ’ s  a t  S t a k e  f o r  E n r o l l m e n t

AI is changing who enrolls and how they decide. If you’re not visible in AI answers and at the top of 
organic search results, you’re losing access to your most qualified, high-intent pipeline before the 
enrollment cycle even begins.

I F  Y O U  D O N ’ T  A D A P T :

•	 You’ll see fewer qualified applications.

•	 Your team will work harder for a lower yield.

•	 Your cost per student will rise.

•	 You’ll compete for lower-intent leads while others capture students earlier in their journey.

T h e  b o t t o m  l i n e :  If you’re not visible in AI answers, you’re invisible to the students most likely to 
enroll. Earn that visibility and you unlock a faster, more efficient path to growth.
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S E A R C H  S T R A T E G Y
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S m a r t e r  S e a r c h .  L e a n e r  S p e n d .  
S t r o n g e r  E n r o l l m e n t s .
Visibility inside AI-generated answers isn’t optional—it’s foundational. 
Paid media still plays a critical role in driving demand, but only when 
optimized for the new rules of search, and not as a primary driver of 
awareness or demand.

Everspring is the first in the industry to deploy an AI search 
strategy with live placements across AI platforms and Google’s 
AI Overviews—and the only partner with an operational AI search 
framework built for colleges and universities.

Our AI Search Strategy ensures your programs appear where students 
are making decisions—in AI Overviews, ChatGPT, and Perplexity—so 
you capture high-intent inquiries that convert at higher rates than paid 
channels. This lets you use advertising dollars more effectively: instead of 
relying solely on paid spend to replace lost organic traffic, you strengthen 
the channels that deliver your most qualified pipeline. The result is better 
enrollment outcomes at lower cost per application, with paid investment 
focused on extending reach rather than compensating for missed visibility.

R e a d y  t o  R e c l a i m  V i s i b i l i t y ?
We’re not here to replace what you’ve already built. We 

plug in where you need the most leverage, whether that’s 
fixing content that’s not surfacing in AI, reducing media 

waste, or connecting the dots between your budget and 
your actual enrollments.

Don’t miss out on what you’re missing in AI search.

R E Q U E S T  Y O U R  A I  S E A R C H  
S T R A T E G Y  B R I E F I N G  T O D A Y

https://bit.ly/4hw8L0Z
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