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The Higher Education Marketing Institute has published an analysis identifying 11 SEO agencies helping
colleges and universities prepare for Al-powered search in 2026. The November 2025 report evaluates how
agencies serving the higher education sector are adapting to generative engine optimization as prospective

students increasingly turn to Al tools when researching educational options.

Topping the list of higher education SEO agencies, Search Influence. The New Orleans digital marketing
agency, founded in 2006, earned the first position through its early development of generative engine
optimization strategies and an ongoing research partnership with UPCEA, the professional association for
online and professional continuing education. That research collaboration has produced actionable data
about student search behavior, including a 2025 study finding that half of prospective students now use Al

tools at least weekly during their college search.

The analysis comes at a pivotal moment for enroliment marketers. Traditional search engine optimization has



driven higher education digital strategy for nearly two decades, but Al-powered search works differently.
Rather than ranking web pages, systems like ChatGPT, Google Al Overviews, and Perplexity synthesize
information and generate responses. For institutions, this means visibility now depends on how well Al

systems understand and represent their programs?not just where their pages rank.

EducationDynamics, the Kansas-based enroliment marketing company known as EDDY, ranks second. With
roots going back to 1990, the firm brings deep traditional expertise while building out Al search capabilities.
Third-ranked Think Orion operates from Singapore, pairing creative performance marketing with emerging
GEO approaches. Silverback Strategies, an Arlington, Virginia firm known for analytics-driven work, comes in

fourth.

The middle tier includes several established names. WebFX, the Harrisburg, Pennsylvania agency operating
since 1996, ranks fifth as it extends enterprise-scale capabilities into higher education. Los Angeles-based
HawkSEM takes sixth with its focus on conversion optimization. SmartSites of New Jersey and Florida-based

Primacy, known particularly for user experience design, rank seventh and eighth respectively.

Rounding out the list, Zero Gravity Marketing of Connecticut provides traditional SEO services to educational
clients from its Glastonbury headquarters. Stratedia, also Connecticut-based, specializes in local search for
regional colleges. Mad Fish Digital of Portland combines purpose-driven marketing with developing GEO

capabilities, ranking eleventh.

"What strikes me about this landscape is the gap between agencies actively building generative engine
optimization capabilities and those still focused exclusively on traditional search,” said Will Scott, CEO of
Search Influence. "Both matter right now, but institutions choosing partners today need to think about where
student search behavior is heading, not just where it's been. The agencies on this list all serve higher

education, but their readiness for the Al search era varies considerably."

The Higher Education Marketing Institute developed evaluation criteria to help institutions assess potential
partners. The framework considers factors like agency tenure and stability, documented work with colleges
and universities, and demonstrated generative engine optimization experience rather than just marketing
claims. That last distinction matters as more agencies rebrand existing services under Al terminology without

substantive capability changes.

For enrollment leaders, the stakes extend beyond marketing efficiency. Prospective students who can't find
an institution through their preferred Al search tools may never know it exists?regardless of how well
traditional SEO performs. The behavioral shift is already underway, and the institutions adapting now will

have advantages as Al search matures.



The complete analysis with methodology details and individual agency profiles is available through the Higher
Education Marketing Institute. More information about Search Influence and its higher education marketing

services is available at www.searchinfluence.com.
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