
Student enrollments are an important metric for measuring the health of a department. 
Anthropology enrollments and number of declared majors are decreasing, putting a 
number of anthropology departments at risk of shrinking, shuttering, or being combined 
with other departments. A variety of strategies are outlined in this tool to boost the 
number of students in your programs. Successful implementation requires planning, 
consensus, and collaboration over a period of several years as well as the 
institutionalization of arrangements so that gains do not disappear.

Boosting Anthropology 
Enrollments

Why boost anthropology enrollments? 

Why are anthropology enrollments falling?
● Negative press about anthropology and outdated public perception 
● Pressure from legislators, administrators and parents for employability and greater 

attention to career readiness
● Growing emphasis on career readiness works against those anthropology departments 

that cannot clearly demonstrate their workforce relevance
● Overall reduction in General Education requirements
● Opportunities to take introductory college courses through less expensive community 

colleges, online, or in high school
● Competition from diversity-oriented courses (e.g., gender studies, African American studies)
● Demographic shift leading to fewer people enrolling in college overall

● Higher enrollments in introductory classes will eventually mean more majors, thereby 
increasing: 

○ demand for courses and instructors
○ increased student exposure to anthropological thinking
○ opportunities for students to learn from each other 

● More majors mean more anthropology graduates whose departments have adapted, 
reducing the possibility of cuts, downsizing, or closure

● More graduates from career ready programs mean more and better jobs and greater 
awareness of anthropology’s relevance and value across workplaces

Starting a Departmental Enrollment Initiative

What does a departmental enrollment initiative entail?
It is a comprehensive, department-wide approach involving instructors, staff, and students with 
the goal of being student focused.

Do we really need to take on this enrollment initiative?
● Anthropology BAs have dropped 23% between 2011-23 (U.S. Dept. of Education, IPEDS, 

https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/)
● This decline has reduced the pool of graduate students and the number of new 

professors and staff hired



Strategies for Implementation
To build enrollments, your plan needs to be strategic, collective, and long term. The following 
suggested strategies fall into three broad categories:

1. Curriculum Changes
2. Relationship Building
3. Marketing and Public Outreach

You and your colleagues know your situation the best, so select what works for your department. For 
as many of these suggestions as possible, emphasize the application and career aspects. 

What are the benefits of a departmental enrollment initiative?
● Higher enrollment, with an impact on more students
● Strengthened department collaboration, resulting in a more interactive and vibrant 

community
● Greater student-instructor interaction with benefits to both
● Improved awareness and respect for the department within the university, enhancing 

opportunities for additional funding and research partnerships
● Opportunity for the department to grow in number of instructors and staff

What enrollment metrics can help track the initiative's progress?
● Proportion of instructors, staff, and students engaged in the effort
● Number of inquiries about the program
● Number of students in introductory courses
● Number of majors and minors

1. Curriculum Changes 

Existing Course Updates  - None of these options requires new course development. In a few cases, 
minor adjustments or rebranding are involved. In other cases, you may want to re-think course 
prerequisites to encourage greater enrollment.

● Reclassify courses so they fit with university core requirements
● Tweak introductory courses so that they fit the General Education or core requirements
● Invigorate introductory courses to include a focus on issues of the day, project work, and 

careers, see ACRN’s A Better ANTH 101 tool 
● Rewrite course titles and descriptions to emphasize contemporary issues (e.g., Anthropology 

of Social Media, Ghost Stories across Cultures)
● Cross-list more courses with other departments to introduce more students to anthropology
● Collaborate with the Honors College to make entry into anthropology courses easier
● Provide “dual-enrollment options” through which high school students can earn college 

credit
● Incorporate client-based class projects into several existing courses so that students gain 

project experience, learn to work and problem solve as team members, and develop new skills
● Create an option for students to shadow local anthropologists during the workday
● Indicate which career ready skills will be introduced and practiced by course 
● Specify the methods that students will be taught by course
● Identify the work-related experiences (e.g., client projects, fieldwork, internships) students will 

have by course
● Use ACRN’s Career Ready Curriculum to generate ideas for new modules in your courses and 

expand student knowledge of anthropological practice
● Have instructors teach in some of the interdisciplinary topics courses (i.e. Diversity, Animal 

Behavior, Nutrition) 2

https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/ACRN-A-Better-ANTH-101-02.08.2025.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/ACRN-A-Career-Ready-Curriculum-01102024.pdf


3

New Course Offerings  - Some of these ideas will attract new students but not necessarily new 
majors. Others are designed to influence first-year students and persuade them to declare 
anthropology as their major. In cases where an anthropology course is aimed at majors in another 
field (e.g., engineering), setting up and running the course will build capacity within the department 
for articulating the value of anthropology to students majoring in other disciplines.

● Create a course assignment to evaluate the effectiveness of any new strategy to boost 
enrollment and retain students

● Develop summer programs or camps focusing on anthropology for pre-first-year students
● Offer a survey course to first-year students on practitioner careers and their impact
● Develop a first-year research program where undergraduates do research led by instructors
● Offer first-year seminars or living/learning communities featuring experiential learning
● Create introductory courses for undecided students, with emphases on interdisciplinarity and 

applying an anthropological approach (e.g., induction, comparison, emic perspective) in 
diagnosis and problem solving

● Design courses aimed at other majors (e.g., engineering, premed, law/criminal justice, 
agriculture, health sciences)

● Offer early access to ethnographic fieldwork, archaeology digs, and lab-based work (e.g., 
forensic anthropology) and courses that include field trips, community research projects, and 
ethnographic assignments

● Create themed courses on popular topics
● Invite practitioners, including alumni, to offer a series of workshops on the methods they use 

in their work
● Develop certificate courses that students can take outside the major
● Collaborate with other departments to mount joint or co-taught courses
● Work with the Honors College to develop new courses

2. Relationship Building

On-campus Activities - These activities will publicize anthropology across your campus and help 
establish good working relationships with a variety of university influencers and gatekeepers. Most 
need to be done regularly, not sporadically, to have any real effect. Such efforts must be carefully 
managed for quality control. Lessons from these encounters should be shared and discussed with 
the department at large so that the most effective activities are retained.

● Familiarize yourself with the first-year induction programs, find places for anthropology, and 
get involved—particularly in the first-year orientation

● Develop hands-on experiences for new student orientation (e.g., cultural simulations, 
archaeology digs)

● Partner with International Student Service office and speak to international students when 
they arrive on campus

● Partner with pre-health, pre-law and business programs to promote anthropology either as a 
supplement/enhancement or as a minor

● Visit advisors in other departments to familiarize them with anthropology, learn how students 
choose courses and majors, and seek advice on pitching anthropology’s value to students 

● Build smaller communities within the department based on cohort, degree sought, interest 
areas, or participation in anthropology clubs; consider regular coffee breaks, pizza lunches, 
game nights, guest speakers, and local field trips

https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/ACRN-Bringing-Anthropological-Practice-into-the-Classroom-02.08.2025.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/ACRN-Building-Department-Alumni-Connections-07162023.pdf
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● Ask first-year students if they have a subfield interest and if so, arrange for them to speak with 
juniors, seniors, or graduate students in that subfield and/or visit local field sites with them

● Ask current anthropology students to take the lead in speaking to students groups
● Identify students taking anthropology-adjacent courses (e.g., religious studies, Latin American 

studies) and invite them to take anthropology
● Advise student anthropology clubs to devote some of their meetings to job search skills 

including how to network and conduct informational interviews
● Require all students, instructors, and staff to develop a LinkedIn profile to link with your 

department’s LinkedIn group
● Invite your alumni to link their LinkedIn profile to your department’s LinkedIn group; stay in 

touch with them for student networking, mentoring, career advice, internships, guest 
lectures, and co-teaching

● Bring alumni back to campus for university-wide events which connect their success to their 
training in your department

● Volunteer during prospective student days on campus to introduce students and their 
parents to anthropology

● Encourage students to participate in campus career fairs so they will learn to interact 
effectively with employers

Off-campus Activities - As with the activities listed above, the goal here is twofold: 1) improve 
anthropology’s presence outside the department, and 2) establish and build working relationships 
with people and organizations that can help you. Effective planning and consistent, long-term efforts 
will work.

● Develop first-year engagement programs with various anthropology initiatives at the national, 
regional and community levels (e.g., Lambda Alpha)

● Create service learning or civic engagement partnerships where students can apply 
anthropology in local communities

● Collaborate with museums and cultural organizations to 1) provide hands-on experience, 2) 
offer direct feedback to those organizations based on what the students observe

● Create an alumni network and ask alumni to help you recruit prospective students through 
their networks

● Participate in career fairs locally, regionally and nationally to understand how they work; then 
prepare students to interact with the organizational representatives there

● Get involved in one or more organizational or community projects where anthropology 
students can get supervised hands-on experience and be seen as useful

● Collaborate with the Career Center on student internship placements and funding, alumni 
contacts, career advising, and job search strategies

● Get to know the local media on campus and in the community and repeatedly pitch stories to 
them

● Develop relationships with guidance counselors at the high schools in your region, providing 
them with anthropology marketing materials

● Develop and deliver workshops, seminars and presentations to improve awareness of 
anthropology to high school students and teachers, especially those offering social science or 
world history courses

● Establish a student ambassador corps that speaks with high school and community college 
students about majoring or minoring in anthropology

https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ACRN-Networking-and-Informational-Interviews-7.9.2024.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ACRN-LinkedIn-Profile-Features-and-Checklist-06.30.2024.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/ACRN-Fostering-Alumni-Student-Connections-on-LinkedIn-3122024.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/ACRN-Building-Department-Alumni-Connections-07162023.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/for-students/job-seeker-and-career-tools/interviewing-with-employers/
https://anthrocareerready.net/for-students/job-seeker-and-career-tools/interviewing-with-employers/
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/ACRN-Fostering-Alumni-Student-Connections-on-LinkedIn-3122024.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/ACRN-How-do-you-set-up-an-internship-program-4.28.2024.pdf
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3. Marketing and Public Outreach

Strategy - Seek advice from experienced campus professionals with resources before embarking on 
any major initiative. Work with your Career Center, Admissions Office, University Marketing, and 
Press Office to promote your department, tapping into their resources and advice.

Expansion of Department Website - Your website represents a key opportunity to promote your 
department to prospective students and their parents, current students, and other key stakeholders 
(e.g., alumni). It should demonstrate instructor expertise on current issues, project confidence in the 
department’s multifaceted approach to learning (e.g., coursework, internships, project work), and 
convey student interest and excitement.

● Gather input from current students and alumni to inform your website design, devoting 
pages to what they consider to be of significant value

● Incorporate images of department members engaged in working together on projects, 
fieldwork, presentations, learning in the classroom, field, study groups, and online, and 
practicing new skills

● Allocate separate pages to Bachelor, Master’s and PhD students, giving them responsibility 
for soliciting, creating, and arranging the content

● Dedicate a page to alumni career profiles and their career advice to current students; these 
brief descriptions can fulfill an undergraduate course assignment that requires interviews 
and documentary research

● Provide specific examples of how Bachelor, MA, and PhD graduates apply their anthropology 
training in their work roles

● List available statistics on the types of work anthropology graduates do
● Incorporate testimonials from service learning providers and internship hosts of current 

students, as well as employers of program graduates
● Using examples, introduce current instructors involved with public affairs, concerns, and 

issues
● Devote time and energy to refreshing the website content and keeping dates and deadlines 

up-to-date

Update Existing Materials - Ensure that all department materials 
are appealing and responsive to student needs and interests.

● Give your courses intriguing titles and descriptions to 
emphasize “real-world” problem solving and contemporary 
issues so that students can relate to them

● Specify the skills (e.g., public presentation, writing 
open-ended questions, producing/submitting a blogpost 
or op-ed) incorporated into each course

● Use clear and engaging language to describe courses and 
programs, avoiding jargon

● Review your materials for attractiveness and consistency
● Make sure your courses are highly visible on all platforms 

available to students

https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ACRN-Public-Speaking-07.13.2024.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/ACRN-Teaching-with-Blogposts-12.20.2024.pdf
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Create New Materials - Different materials speak to different audiences with distinctive needs. Your 
messages should stress anthropology’s usefulness, relevance, and insight, along with its applicability 
to entry level jobs and career success.

● Design a “roadmap” or visual plan that illustrates the distinctive features of your program 
including the domains of knowledge, skills, and experiential learning students acquire; share 
it widely with prospective students and their parents, majors, administrators, and employers

● Create program materials which are student-friendly and student-oriented
● Set up a student project to design promotional materials featuring students; consider using 

brochures, videos, talks, web pages, PowerPoints, and/or posts
● Develop parent-oriented materials that highlight knowledge acquisition, skill development, 

career readiness, alumni careers, and average entry-level salaries
● Produce career-focused marketing materials emphasizing anthropology’s relevance for many 

jobs and fields (e.g., public health, cultural resource management, UX research, evaluation)
● Craft marketing materials to distinguish anthropology from other social sciences (e.g., show 

students working on projects and digs, in conservation or labs) and stressing its usefulness
● Develop op-ed pieces by both students and instructors on current and local events, 

demonstrating anthropology’s perspective, see Teaching with Op-Eds
● Keep students informed on departmental events, club activities, internship opportunities, 

project work, and field schools (e.g., through email blasts, social media channels, department 
home page)  

Host Events On and Off Campus - These activities portray anthropologists at work. People can learn 
directly from you on matters of interest and concern. Your goal is to create a coherent image of 
anthropology on campus and in your community and region. Through regular exposure, the general 
public acquires familiarity with your work and a better understanding of it.

● Set up contests and competitions (e.g., poster session, fieldwork photos) to raise 
anthropology’s visibility on campus; publicize on social media

● Promote your graduates’ accomplishments through university and department lectures, 
recognition events, and Alumni Day; highlight them on social media and the department 
website

● Summarize student, instructor, and alumni projects in various media, including departmental 
and student newsletters

● Reach out to your campus press officer with information highlighting student and instructor 
research and activities

● Arrange a meeting with your local TV and radio stations to pitch a topic (e.g., Anthropology 
confronts the assumptions we have about others) tied to a local story or group

https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/ACRN-Drafting-Your-Anthropology-Program-Roadmap-12.6.2024.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/ACRN-Teaching-with-OpEds-02.08.2025.pdf

