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Executive summary

The TCS Higher Education Study examines how universities in the US are responding 
to shifting student expectations, enrollment trends, and digital transformation. 
Findings from the study indicate strong institutional optimism—yet reveal persistent 
barriers that slow organizational progress toward modern, student-centric, 
technology-enabled experiences and sustainable growth.

The research uncovers insights around

Overall
institutional outlook

Top strategic
challenges

Digital maturity
& pain points

Student experience
& engagement

Investment
priorities

Strategic 
recommendations for 

US universities
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Topics

Institutional health
Technology 

investment priorities
Digital student experience

How do education leaders 
perceive their institution’s 

current state, and what factors 
are driving their optimism or 

concerns about future growth?

What is the current state of digital 
student experience across 

university services, and what pain 
points do institutions prioritize 
addressing through technology 

implementations?

Where are universities allocating 
their technology budgets, and 

what barriers are preventing them 
from adopting new technologies to 

enhance student experiences?
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New TCS higher education study reveals trends in digital 
readiness & student experience

200 respondents in AUS, UK, and USA

Executive personas
Chief Information Officer, Dean, Principal, 
Chancellor, Vice Chancellor, Vice President, 
Chief Operating Officer, Registrar, Provost, Chief 
Digital Officer, Chief Financial Officer, Chief 
Information Officer, Controller of Examinations  

200 respondents Minimum enrollments

93% tertiary/higher 
education

5K+

5K+

10K+

8% community college

N=20

N=70

N=110

AUS

UK

US
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are optimistic about long-term growth, reflecting strong 
momentum in enrollment, innovation, & digital 

transformation

81%

Study shows most US universities are optimistic about
their future  
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US enrollments have steadily increased since 2022

say their enrollment is 
trending upward since 2022

86%

is the average increase in 
enrollment* 

20%

*For those institutions with increased enrollment
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are continuing to thrive in 
enrollments, signaling strong 

student demand

65%

have room to improve 

35%

And most US universities remain confident about 
future enrollments
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US universities say their biggest challenges are engaging with 
alumni, financial resources/fundraising, and research

Top challenges shaping university’s direction

Alumni engagement 1st

Financial resources and fundraising 2nd

Research output, funding, and innovation 3rd

Government regulations and compliance policies 4th

Not able to meet changing student expectations 4th

Industry collaboration and partnerships 6th

Adoption of hybrid and online learning models 7th

Digital transformation and emerging technology adoption 8th

University brand recognition, name, and rankings 9th

Faculty recruitment, development, and retention 10th

Inequality and inclusion 11th

Quality of teaching and learning 12th

Student enrollment and retention 13th
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The biggest barriers to adopting new technologies in US 
universities? Budget, legacy infrastructure & lack of scalability

Rankings of top three barriers to new technology adoption

Budget constraints 1st

2nd

3rd

4th

5th

7th

6th

8th

9th

Scalability and flexibility

Data privacy and security concerns

Resistance to change/change management issues

Legacy systems/Infrastructure

Lack of a strategic vision

Lack of in-house technology skills

Vendor-related concerns

Digital equity and accessibility
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Academic reputation, student enrollment & retention, and digital 
transformation are biggest drivers of growth

Rankings of top 3 drivers of growth

1st

2nd

3rd

4th

5th

5th

7th

8th

9th

10th

10th

12th

Academic reputation

Student enrollment and retention

Digital transformation & emerging technology adoption

Adoption of hybrid and online learning models

Research output, funding, and innovation

University brand recognition, name, and rankings

Industry collaboration and partnerships

Faculty recruitment, development, and retention

Financial resources and fundraising

Globalization, geopolitical regulatory issues

Meeting the changing student expectations

Alumni engagement 12th
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US universities are embracing AI and digital transformation—but 
not fast enough  

rate their overall digital proficiency 
as "evolving" or "basic" 

67%

rate their maturity of digital 
student experiences as 
“evolving” or “basic”

62%
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Fragmented digital ecosystems are negatively impacting student 
experiences in the US

Fragmented digital ecosystems, digital equity issues, and lack of 
personalization rank as top digital pain points

Fragmented digital ecosystem

Data privacy and security concerns

Digital equity and accessibility

Digital overload or fatigue

Lack of personalization

Limited access to real-time data

Low engagement in virtual learning

Inconsistent user experience across channels

1st

2nd

3rd

4th

5th

5th

7th

8th
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Half of US universities claim a strong innovation strategy

say they are thriving when it comes to innovation, 
reflecting momentum toward modernization—the other 

half is still catching up

50%
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Yet significant gaps remain in fully leveraging technology to drive 
organizational responsiveness & agility in US universities

say technology is a core enabler to organizational 
responsiveness and adaptability, showcasing the need for 
universities to explore and better understand its potential

39%
Only
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Academics, research, and the student experience rank as top 
strategic priority for US universities

Strategic priorities for the next two years

Academics

Digital transformation, emerging technologies 
& cybersecurity

Student experience

Research

Financial stability & cost optimization

Transnational education & global partnerships

Sustainability & smart campus

Emerging models of learning

Industry partnerships

Graduate employability and curriculum relevance

2nd

3rd

4th

5th

6th

7th

8th

9th

10th

1st
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US universities are allocating nearly half (48%) of IT 
budgets to digital initiatives

Universities are allocating 29% to digital student experiences and 
19% to digital transformation efforts

Digital transformation initiatives Digital student experience

19%

52%
29%

Other IT expenditure
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Over half of US universities have already adopted LMS & online 
learning, cybersecurity solutions, and information systems to 
enhance student experiences 

Digital technologies adopted to improve the student experience

Cybersecurity solutions

Online learning

Data analytics & reporting tools

Cloud solutions

Al-enabled solutions

Chatbots

Extended reality (AR/VR/MR)

Learning management systems (LMS)

Student Experience/Info systems (SIS)

Mobile apps

Adopted Partially adopted Planning to adopt in near future

11% 24%22%

26% 28%34%

31% 17%50%

44% 14%40%

45% 15%35%

51% 18%27%

55% 15%25%

58% 5%35%

59% 9%32%

68% 21% 8%
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AI is the top future investment priority in the US for even better 
digital student experiences 

Top investment priorities in the next two years for student
digital experiences

1stArtificial intelligence and machine learning implementation

Student engagement platforms 

Security and authentication 

Analytics & business intelligence solutions

Learning technology ecosystem, including Learning 
Management Systems and extended reality 

Core systems modernization 

Smart campus initiatives 

Digital payments and financial services

Customer relationship management and service delivery

2nd

3rd

4th

5th

6th

7th

8th

9th
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Yet legacy approaches still dominate in the US, even 
in the age of AI

At 93%, email remains the top 
student communication channel, 
showing persistent reliance on 
traditional channels

Only 42% currently use virtual 
assistants, despite growing 
expectations for AI-enhanced 
student support

Currently in use Planning to adopt in near future Not planning to use in near future

Email

Web portal

Chat/messaging platform

Social media channels

Mobile apps

SMS

Virtual assistants

Digital kiosks 49%36%

46%42%

60% 22%

61% 33%

68% 20%

74% 18%

86% 12%

93% 6%
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Charting the future: Strategic imperatives for higher education

The top recommendations, based on our research and expertise in the education sector, universities need to:

Develop a clear digital strategy focusing on high-impact use cases.

Redefine the student experience by creating seamless, personalized journeys.

Boost IT investments in digital transformation, AI/ML, and student engagement platforms to deliver interactive 
experiences.

Create a culture of innovation to meet rising student expectations, keep pace with change, and improve competitive 
positioning.

Monitor ROI and outcomes by tracking impact of AI/ML investments on student success, retention rates, and operational 
efficiency. Use these insights to adjust strategies dynamically—ensuring decisions remain data-driven and aligned with 
long-term objectives.



Thank you

mailto:education.advisor@tcs.com
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