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INTRODUCTION 
 

Setting up a booth to hand out physical marketing materials may seem like 
an outdated method of marketing programs in the age of Facebook, 
Snapchat and Skype. But in high-traffic areas of university campuses 
graduate fairs continue to be a viable method of promoting programs 
and connecting with prospective students in a face-to-face setting.  
 
There are approximately 30 graduate and professional school fairs in Texas 
each year. These events are hosted almost exclusively in the fall at 
approximately 75% of the public and large private universities. The schedule 
of these fairs is coordinated geographically and the events are collectively 
referred to as the “Texas Swing.”  
 
Texas universities also host undergraduate-focused career fairs, some of 
which are open to graduate recruiters. These events are not coordinated in 
the same way as Texas Swing events, but the format is essentially the 
same. Students may have never considered graduate school so the 
presence of graduate program representatives alongside corporate and 
government recruiters can provide valuable information to attendees. 
 
All graduate and professional school fairs have the same objective:  
market graduate programs to prospective students and make personal 
connections in order to increase applications and enrollment.  
 
It might strike an outsider as odd that universities invite other institutions to 
an event where they all compete for the same prospective students. The 
benefit to the host university, however, is that in organizing a graduate fair 
with a large, critical mass of different entities the event becomes more 
attractive to a larger number of prospective students. There is also an 
expectation of reciprocity; the host university will have the opportunity to 
showcase their program(s) at other institutions’ fairs. 
 
Almost all graduate fairs have similar formats that do not vary drastically 
from school-to-school or from year-to-year. Significant disparity can, 
however, be found in the details of these apparently similar events: 
 

• One university may charge $175 for a fair that historically yields very 
few contacts, while another university hosting a fair with more 
students and better amenities might charge $75, $35, or $0.  

• Some schools charge recruiters for parking while others schools not 
only pay for parking but provide a hot meal as well as a gift. 

In fall 2016 
there were  

29  
graduate & 
professional 

school fairs in 
Texas 
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• Most graduate fairs are held indoors, but some events have been 
held outside where recruiters must deal with environmental factors. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
While there are no official rules governing the format of graduate and 
professional school fairs in Texas, graduate enrollment management (GEM) 
professionals who have attended dozens (or even hundreds) of fairs over the 
course of their careers have identified some widely-accepted best practices 
which university administrators may find useful as they plan their Texas 
Swing events.  
 

 

KEY ELEMENT #1: Coordination with Other Institutions 

 
The main purpose in coordinating with other institutions is to 
maximize the number of other schools represented at your fair. The 
number of institutions represented at your fair is likely to have a direct 
correlation with the number of students in attendance.  
 
The good news is that coordinating with other institutions and marketing 
Texas Swing events to recruiters is simple. The Texas Association of 
Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers (TACRAO) manages the 
“Texas Swing Calendar”. If your institution does not already have ongoing 
communication with TACRAO, you should contact the Graduate and 
Professional School Relations Committee Chair. The contact information for 
this position is listed under “Standing Committees” on the TACRAO website, 
www.tacrao.org/organization. 
 
Additionally, the National Association of Graduate Admissions Professionals 
(NAGAP) maintains a “Grad Fair & Industry Event Calendar” on their 
website, www.nagap.org. This resource may be useful in determining your 
institution’s fair date and promoting the event. 
 
It would be far easier to simply pick a date which best fits your schedule than 
coordinate with other schools. But this unilateral approach is likely to 
reduce the total number of both university representatives and 

93%  
of recruiters 
view either 

late-morning 
or early 

afternoon as 
the ideal time 

for a fair 
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students attending your event in addition to increasing the travel burden 
on otherwise willing recruiters. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When compared to travelling for clusters of coordinated fairs, traveling for a 
stand-alone event isn’t the most efficient use of travel funds. Whenever 
possible, universities should leverage the expertise of TACRAO and 
coordinate graduate recruiting events with other institutions in order to 
maximize attendance. 
 
 

KEY ELEMENT #2: Cost & Registration 
 

Graduate and professional school fairs on the Texas Swing range in cost 
from $0 to $250. This price differential begs two questions: 

 
1) Why are the costs so different for similar events? 
2) What should my university charge for our event?  

 
The first question is difficult to answer. For larger institutions we assume—at 
least in some cases—the facility cost for large ballrooms drives up the event 
cost, which is then passed along to recruiters via a higher price for 
registration. Higher registration costs are also (somewhat) understandable 
when amenities including parking, hot meals, Wi-Fi, and access to electricity 
are included. However, when registration costs are high and amenities are 
lacking the widely held belief among recruiters is the institution is using their 
Texas Swing event primarily as a source of revenue rather than focusing on 
the core goal of connecting recruiters to prospective students. 
 
The second question is easier to answer. As a part of our 2017 survey we 
asked what price or price range experienced recruiters considered 
“reasonable” (assuming 10-15 student contacts). The median indicated 
price was $150 (mean=$129). Universities charging in excess of $150 
should consider the cost/benefit of charging $175, $200 or more for an event 

$150  
 

median fair 
registration 

cost 
recruiters 

indicated was 
“reasonable, 

assuming  
10-15 student 

contacts”  

 “We have a very tight budget for graduate recruitment 
and often have to pick one fair over another. We are 
usually looking at cost and whether we can maximize 
the visit by going to multiple recruiting events in one 
trip.” 

TXGAP recruiter survey respondent 
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that is fundamentally identical to an event costing half or a third as much. 
Only 13% of our survey respondents indicated that they were completely 
insensitive to cost, which is to say they would attend regardless of price. 
62% of recruiters indicated they were at least somewhat sensitive to cost 
and 24% indicated the cost of a fair was the primary consideration as to 
whether or not they would attend.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A common theme found in the survey comments–and in conversations with 
recruiters on the Texas Swing–is that of return on investment. The 
overwhelming sentiment seems to be that charging more than $150 isn’t 
totally unreasonable so long as there are articulable benefits to the 
above-average cost.  
 
Once your fair cost has been established, work to ensure that registration 
links, websites and instructions are clear. Some university career service 
CRM systems are oriented toward either student or employer users. 
Recruiters fall into a kind of in-between category, so if an account is required 
to register for your fair make sure recruiters know how to create it so as not 
to be confused with a potential employer in your system. 
 
While not common at the Swing events, some career fairs will charge for 
more complex booth space (pipe and drape, wide/tall spaces, etc.) Most 
graduate recruiters don’t need this. If possible, consider a less expensive 
registration rate for university recruiters who do not require the same 
amenities as corporate recruiters.  
 
 
Finally, due to fiscal year budget cycles, many recruiters do not have the 
ability to pay registration fees until September 1. If your fair’s registration 
goes live in the summer, consider an invoice or pay-later option for those 
who have to wait until September 1 to access their recruiting funds.  
 

 “[Universities] need to see the benefit that our time and 
effort will bring to their students. If they aren’t looking at 
that and are just looking to see how we can boost their 
budget, then it’s time to reconsider participating as a 
hosting school for fairs.” 

 
TXGAP recruiter survey respondent 
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KEY ELEMENT #3: Location, Location, Location! 

 
Having collectively attended thousands of events, we can confidently say the 
one factor that has the most direct impact on event success is choosing a 
location with high levels of visibility and student foot traffic.  
 
Large university ballrooms, gyms, and multipurpose rooms are sometimes 
problematic. On paper these areas work well due to their large open spaces. 
But when seemingly great venues are far-removed from the natural 
flow of students on campus, attendance is almost always poor. The end 
result is a beautiful room that is very comfortable…and no students.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Regardless of the size of the room or the available amenities, visibility 
and foot traffic must be primary considerations when planning your 
event. If a ballroom, gym or other large venue is located along a heavily 
travelled campus corridor it may very well be a fantastic choice. If not, 
consider a less conventional location with naturally high levels of student 
foot traffic.  

 
KEY ELEMENT #4: Logistics 

 
The old adage that “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure” is 
certainly true as it relates to the planning and logistics of a large graduate 
and professional school fairs. It is easy to assume that out-of-town recruiters 
(and students) can figure out parking, way-finding and material drop-off 
without instructions. Consider, however, that seemingly easy tasks may not 
be intuitive to someone who has not previously attended your event. Take a 
few moments to think about your event through the eyes of someone who 
has never stepped foot on your campus. 
 
 

 “If an event is tucked away in a ballroom and isn’t 
highly visible to middle-of-the-day student traffic we just 
won’t go.” 

 
TXGAP recruiter survey respondent 
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Directions 
Thanks to iPhones and Google Maps locating even a new venue is usually 
pretty easy. Even so, be sure to include a physical address in your event 
communication. Ensure that your address is either hyperlinked to Google 
Maps or are at least formatted as text that can be copied; if you are emailing 
an image (JPEG), attendees won’t be able to click on the text in that picture 
unless someone takes the time to create a link.  
 
Also consider local detours and construction that might impact your 
attendees. If you attended Texas State University’s fair in recent years you 
know the main road to campus is a construction nightmare, but the 
university does a very good job of communicating detour information 
(including photos!) in their pre-event communication. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
On-Campus Signage 
If the parking for your event is far-removed from the actual venue, consider 
making a small investment in temporary signage to help guide recruiters 
and students to the fair. Also consider utilizing student volunteers to help 
direct visitors from your parking lots/garages to the event location. 
 
Check-In 
You will have already made an impression on your visiting recruiters by the 
time they reach your registration area, but this is a great opportunity to 
represent your institution in a positive light by making the check-in process 
as smooth as possible. Remember that some recruiters have been on the 
road or in a plane for a long time, navigated parking, and are now thinking 
about the task of setting up their booth– make their registration as easy and 
friendly as possible! Texas A&M is a great example of a fair with an efficient, 
organized check-in process: 
 
• Clearly Marked: Recruiters know exactly where park, where to check in 

and who to speak with. 
• Sufficiently Staffed: There are always multiple staff members and 

student volunteers assisting with check-in. 

 “Parking, school size, lunch, etc. – none of it matters if 
the event is not promoted and students cannot easily 
find their way to it.” 

 
TXGAP recruiter survey respondent 
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• Friendly!: True to their culture, the Texas A&M staff are genuine and 
engaged with visitors. 

• Helpful: A staff member or student volunteer escorts the recruiter to their 
table, pointing out the location of snacks, meals and restrooms. 

[editor’s note: no, the author is not an Aggie]  
 

Snacks & Meals 
Most Swing events last 3-4 hours. Given the time and travel requirements, a 
meal is always appreciated by visiting recruiters. In our recent survey, 
recruiters indicated they preferred a hot meal (or a voucher to purchase a 
hot meal) as compared to a boxed lunch by a 3-1 margin. Every recruiter 
(100%) indicated they prefer that some kind of meal or snack be provided. 
Bottled water is a must- recruiters with a constant stream of students will 
be talking a lot and may not have the ability to leave their table.  
 
 

KEY ELEMENT #5: Date, Day & Time 

 
Date 
Nearly all Texas Swing events are held in the months of September, 
October or November. Especially for international and/or out-of-state 
recruiters, hosting your fair 
in the week(s) for your 
region–North, Central, 
South, etc.–has a massive 
impact on the travel costs 
associated with your fair. 
 
Day 
The results or our survey 
overwhelmingly (93%) 
indicated that Tuesday, 
Wednesday and 
Thursday were the 
preferred days for fairs. 
Monday was indicated as 
a preference by about half 
(55%) of respondents, followed by Friday (35%). Less than 7% of survey 
respondents preferred weekend events.  
 
 

2-4 
Hours 

 
ideal grad fair 

length as 
indicated by 

87% if 
surveyed 
recruiters 



 
 

9 

Time & Duration 
Mid-day (10am-2pm) fairs stood out as the clear preference, as indicated by 
84% of recruiters, followed by early morning (8am-11am) by 7% and late 
afternoon (3pm-5pm) by 9%. None (0%) (!) of our survey respondents 
indicated a preference for evening fairs.  
 
With regards to the duration of a fair, 60% of recruiters said 2-3 hours was 
the ideal length, while 27% indicated they preferred fairs that lasted 3-4 
hours. The same number of recruiters (6.5%) indicated they preferred fairs 
lasting less than two hours or longer than 4 hours.  
 

 
SUMMARY 

 
The purpose of this paper is not to advocate for a “one-size-fits-all” approach to hosting 
graduate and professional school fairs. In fact, the variety of venues, formats and school 
cultures makes the Texas Swing events appealing to both recruiters and students.  

 
What TXGAP is advocating for, however, is that university event planners seriously consider the 
following three questions: 

 
1. What is the primary objective of your fair?  

- Is it revenue from registration? Student contacts? Reporting metrics? 
2. Is your event easy to navigate? 

- From initial registration to parking to booth set-up, are you guiding both students and 
recruiters through your event in a logical way? 

3. Is the venue, layout, day and time of your event designed to maximize value to your 
students via quality interactions? 
-  Ultimately, the point of a fair should be to connect students and program 
representatives. Is your event focused on maximizing these interactions? 

Recruiters shoulder the responsibility of converting prospects into applicants and 
students, but host institutions have the responsibility of producing events that facilitate 
as many quality student interactions as possible.   
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ABOUT THIS PAPER 

In May 2017 a 10-question survey was emailed to recruiters who attended 2016/2017 
Texas Swing events at UT-Arlington, Texas State University, and UT-Rio Grande Valley. 
When duplications were accounted for this totaled 151 recruiters. 45 recruiters (29.8%) 
responded to our survey.  

We did not want this document to be viewed merely as an “opinion piece”, and for that 
reason the survey proved an invaluable resource. The responses helped to quantify 
what we consider to be best practices while the comments proved to be particularly 
insightful. The survey responses were anonymous.  

To be clear: TXGAP is neither suggesting nor implying that event planners adopt a 
cookie-cutter approach to Texas Swing events. Rather, our sincere hope in crafting 
this document is that individuals responsible for planning and executing fairs will 
benefit from our collective experiences at both high- and low-performing events.  

 
ABOUT TXGAP 

The Texas Association of Graduate Admission Professionals is dedicated to serving the 
needs of graduate enrollment management (GEM) professionals in Texas by:  

• Promoting personal and professional learning and collegiality among graduate 
recruitment and admissions professionals in Texas;  

• Providing networking opportunities through annual meetings and events;  
• Offering a venue for information sharing on industry trends and best practices in 

graduate recruitment and admissions;  
• Serving as a resource for strategic graduate student success initiatives for graduate 

degree-granting institutions throughout Texas;  
• Cultivating and expand the relationship amongst Texas undergraduate programs with 

graduate programs; and 
• Assisting in the increased yield of the number, diversity, and overall quality of the 

graduate student pool in Texas institutions. 

Collectively, the board members and general membership of TXGAP have attended thousands 
of graduate fairs, industry and academic recruitments events, and trade shows across Texas 
and throughout the United States. 

To join TXGAP or learn more about our membership and services, visit www.txgap.com. 

http://www.txgap.com
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“What Day of The Week Works Best for a 
Graduate/Professional Fair Given Your Schedule?” 

“What Is Your Preferred Timeframe for a 
Graduate/Professional Fair?” 
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“How Sensitive Are You (or Your Institution) to the Cost of 
Registration for a Texas Swing Event?” 

“What is Your Preferred Meal Option at Texas Swing Events?” 


