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FOUNDED IN RESEARCH.
BACKED BY RESULTS.

MDRG is a custom market research 

firm experienced in uncovering insights

We’ve fine-tuned our process of delivering the meaning behind the 

data to ensure that what comes next for your business is exactly 

what your business needs.

We use a custom approach that’s unique to the answers you’re 

seeking. Our proprietary WHOLE MINDTM methodologies reveal the 

interactions between consumers’ thoughts, emotions, and 

behaviors. 

To learn more about what we do and how we can 

help your company, visit our website:

www.mdrginc.com
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EMERGING 
TRENDS IN 
HIGHER 
EDUCATION

The higher education landscape is evolving 

rapidly, influenced by technological 

advancements, shifting student preferences, 

and changing employer demands.

By exploring these trends, higher education 

institutions can identify opportunities for 

program development and strategic 

positioning.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS:
FIVE EMERGING TRENDS SHAPING HIGHER EDUCATION

Flexible Learning Models Address Evolving Student Needs:
Hybrid and online learning formats are essential as students prioritize flexibility to balance work, family, and 

education.1
Practical Skills Outweigh Traditional Credentials:
Employers and students emphasize job-ready skills over traditional credentials, increasing demand for hands-on 

learning and upskilling opportunities.2
Generative AI Redefines Career Readiness:
AI-driven tools are changing the skills landscape, but concerns about automation and job security persist, especially 

among women.3
Financial Security Drives Student Decisions:
Economic uncertainty and student loan debt push students to prioritize financial stability, influencing career choices 

and interest in employer-sponsored benefits.4
Policy Uncertainty and Economic Pressures Influence Institutional Strategy:
Higher education faces financial and regulatory challenges, requiring bold strategies like centralization, program

adjustments, and industry partnerships.5
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FLEXIBLE LEARNING MODELS 
ADDRESS EVOLVING STUDENT 
NEEDS
Hybrid and online learning models are becoming essential as 

students demand more flexibility in their education and 

careers.

The demand for flexibility reflects a broader shift in education, 

attracting working professionals, international students, 

and non-traditional learners who balance school with other 

commitments.

Burnout among students is a growing concern, with four out 

of five graduates reporting they experience it occasionally or 

frequently, making flexible learning environments even more 

critical.

of 2024 college graduates prioritize 

flexible schedules when considering 

job opportunities.

TREND 01

69%



6

PRACTICAL SKILLS OUTWEIGH 
TRADITIONAL CREDENTIALS

Employers and students alike are placing higher value on 

practical, job-ready skills in response to an evolving 

workforce.

Mentions of professional development support in job 

descriptions (e.g., learning stipends, tuition reimbursement) 

have more than doubled since 2019, reflecting employer 

recognition of the need to upskill employees quickly.

Financial security concerns are driving many students to 

prioritize job stability and salary over passion or interest 

in their field, especially given record-high student loan debt 

and economic uncertainty. 

of 2024 college graduates are more likely 

to apply for jobs that offer employer-

sponsored upskilling resources. 

TREND 02

50%
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GENERATIVE AI REDEFINES 
CAREER READINESS

Familiarity with generative AI varies widely: 91% of students 

at selective institutions are familiar with AI tools, compared 

to 79% at inclusive schools. However, a gender gap 

persists.

TREND 03

94%

76%

of male students are familiar with 

AI, compared to only

of female students – even within 

tech-related majors.

Among students familiar with AI, about 1 in 3 plan to use 

these tools in their careers, while 1 in 5 are more likely to 

apply for jobs offering opportunities to experiment with AI.

Despite the promise of AI, many students, particularly women, 

express concern about its impact on job security. 53% of 

women are “somewhat” or “highly” worried, compared to 

41% of men.
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The current economic environment is driving shifts in student 

priorities and influencing career decisions.

TREND 04

1 in 2
undergraduate students feel 

pessimistic about their job prospects 

due to economic challenges, including 

recession fears and market volatility. 

Record-high student loan debt is shaping graduates’ 

decisions, with many choosing jobs based on financial 

stability rather than passion.

These financial concerns are leading some students to 

explore gig work or freelance opportunities alongside 

traditional employment to bolster income.

FINANCIAL STABILITY DRIVES 
STUDENT DECISIONS
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Legislative changes and economic challenges are affecting 

funding, admissions, and program structures within higher 

education institutions.

TREND 05

72%
of universities could be in deficit without 

expected growth in students by 2025-26, 

according to projections based on current 

financial trends in higher education.

Record-high student loan debt is shaping graduates’ 

decisions, with many choosing jobs based on financial 

stability rather than passion.

Governmental shifts may overhaul educational policies, 

affecting institutional operations and student experiences.

POLICY SHIFTS AND 
ECONOMIC PRESSURES INFLUENCE 
INSTITUTIONAL STRATEGY



10

OPPORTUNITIES FOR INSTITUTIONAL GROWTH

Industry 
Collaboration
• Partner with companies to 

provide employer-sponsored 

upskilling programs, 

meeting the 50% of 

graduates who prioritize 

such opportunities.

• Offer students access to 

real-world AI tools and 

projects to build career-

ready skills and alleviate 

concerns about automation.

Financial Support
• Develop resources to 

address financial insecurity 

among students, such as 

tuition assistance or 

financial literacy 

workshops.

• Enhance support programs 

to help students navigate 

economic uncertainties 

while prioritizing their 

academic and professional 

development.

Policy Engagement
• Advocate for policies that 

secure long-term funding 

for institutions, support 

financial aid programs, and 

promote regulatory 

frameworks that align 

higher education with 

workforce needs.

• Proactively adapt to 

economic and policy shifts, 

ensuring academic 

programs are in alignment.

Program 
Development
• Incorporate modules on 

generative AI and 

emerging technologies to 

meet growing demand for 

tech literacy.

• Expand flexible learning 

options, including hybrid 

formats, to accommodate 

students balancing work, 

family, and education.



WANT TO BETTER UNDERSTAND HOW THESE 
TRENDS ARE AFFECTING YOUR MARKET?

PARTNER WITH
FOR CUSTOMIZED RESEARCH SOLUTIONS

MDRGINC.COM | 935 GRAVIER ST, SUITE 2160 | NEW ORLEANS, LA 70112 | (504) 821-1910
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