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This research focused on the recruitment activities of higher education social
media administrators and observed student interactions within institutional social media
communities. The individual social media administrators interviewed for this qualitative
case study shared their experiences using social media for prospective and admitted
student outreach. More than 1800 social media comment threads from dozens of students
at the five participating four-year institutions were observed during the yield period of the
students’ college search processes.
This research used Hossler and Gallagher’s Three Phase Model of Student
College Choice, specifically the second of the three phases, the search phase, to explore
student connectivity with institutions during their college choice process. The study also
referenced Vincent Tinto’s retention theories relative to retaining college applicants. The
study positioned the second phase as crucial for colleges and universities to aggressively
reach out to students in effort to establish relationships that may lead to a student’s
increased affinity with the institution and an ultimate choice to enroll.
Key findings of this research indicated that institutions, regardless of size or
geographic location, place a high value on social media during the recruitment process,
both for engagement and to offer customer service to incoming students. Higher
education social media administrators showed high levels of campus collaboration, and

xi

dedication to providing real time student service with limited resources. Patterns
discovered through an observation of institutional private social student communities
indicated a discrepancy in the current industry focus on outcomes and accessibility.
Observed students expressed interest primarily in forming friendships, finding
roommates, attending campus events, sharing personal interests, and expressing
excitement and frustration associated with the enrollment processes at their respective
institutions.
Higher education social media administrators, admissions, enrollment
management, and marketing leaders may use this information to make more informed
strategic decisions with regard to communication to prospective and admitted students.
They may base their strategies and alter their messaging based on the spaces that students
use most frequently and the topics of conversation that mean the most to students during
certain points of the recruitment cycle.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Social media has been compared to the printing press in that some would argue
that it has revolutionized the way that people communicate with one another in modern
developed nations (Darroch, 2009). Individuals who use social media for personal
communication make frequent use of services like Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube as
sources to obtain news and information, to have direct conversations, and for
entertainment. There are no heavier users of social media than the Millennial generation
and their parents (Duggan, Ellison, Lampe, Lenhart & Madden, 2014; Duggan, Lenhart et
al., 2015 ). It is not uncommon for young people to admit they developed their own
personal identities online by the age of 12 (Martin, personal communication, March 25,
2015). Parents often unwittingly establish digital identities of their children by sharing
day-to-day details of their growth and accomplishments, at times before the children can
even write their own names (University of Michigan Health System, 2015). By the time
these children mature, they will have a complete chronicle of their lives available at the
click of a button.
Social media has made it possible for news and information to spread faster than
ever before. It has offered unprecedented personalized and real-time access for people to
connect with individuals and businesses in ways they choose to connect, at any time, day
or night. In the past an organization promoting a product or service might have placed an
advertisement in the newspaper or on the radio, or on television – the reader, viewer, or
listener would not have had a choice about consuming the content placed before them. It
was just there. Today, people consume the content they want, when they want it, and
how they want it. Newspaper as a medium is fading into the past, as readers have
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established preferences for online content, reading only the stories they want to read
during times that are convenient for their lifestyles. Radio listeners online can pay to
subscribe to services that eliminate advertisements altogether. Television viewers may
now record programming and fast-forward through commercials that might have cost
advertisers millions of dollars to produce and place on the airwaves. Times have
changed. The way the world communicates has changed.
Media savvy businesses pay attention to the communication habits of their
intended market segments. Media selection, message timing, and content is crucial to the
success of an advertising campaign. Because individuals have a variety of
communication choices, many businesses choose to use all of them with hopes of earning
the attention of the public.
Higher education is in the business of educating individuals. Without enrollment
growth, colleges and universities will not sustain. Colleges and universities have the
challenge of maintaining relevance among students who are increasingly more reliant on
technology as a communication source. Known as “digital natives,” the Millennial
Generation, born in the early 1990s, has been exposed to communication on demand
through use of digital technology since birth (Stein, 2013). Desktop computers and
mobile-based interactive and social technologies including Facebook, Twitter, YouTube,
and more recent social media such as Instagram, SnapChat, GroupMe, and YikYak have
provided this “iGeneration” with mobile access to information on the go. The emergence
of handheld, mobile technology, including smartphones and tablets, as well as the
affordability and accessibility of such devices, has enabled a wider market segment of
teenagers access to social media communication applications and texting services than
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ever before (Duggan, Ellison et al., 2014). Studies completed since 2009 have suggested
that more than 75% of Millennial students aged 18-29 maintained personal profiles on
Facebook, 90% of whom logged in to check their profiles multiple times per day
(Pempek, Yermolayeva, & Calvert, 2009; McCorkindale, DiStaso, & Sisco, 2013).
Today, Facebook has given way to Twitter and Instagram as preferred instant
communication sources of the Millennial generation and beyond (Noel-Levitz EExpectations, 2014). While the face of the modern college student has changed in recent
years, the primary market segment of today’s incoming college students remains the
population of rising high school juniors and seniors. It is the 18-24-year-old
demographic that remains the most coveted and most influential consumer market
segment in the world (Smith, 2015). Young people have the power to influence consumer
buying habits quickly and easily simply by sharing content and creating commentary
using social media platforms (Smith, 2015). Social media based services such as Yelp,
and web-based retail sites like Amazon.com and iTunes are some examples of places
where young consumers influence buying habits by rating their purchase preferences and
posting opinions on products and services.
This most desired market segment of Millennials and the rising Generation Z are
also today’s prospective traditional college students. Higher education is not immune to
the changing communication patterns of the next generation and their parents.
Admissions and marketing professionals must use social media as a primary
communication source for student outreach, both for information dissemination and for
direct student engagement. Many institutions have established contact with students
while they were still in high school, capitalizing on students’ ubiquitous use of social
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media platforms. As a result, the use of social media in the higher education industry is
on the rise with many institutions increasing their efforts within the last five years.
Uncertainty and the limited ability to measure success rates of social media engagement
have historically deterred higher education institutions to make wide use of social media
for direct student engagement. Yet, rising competition and student and parent concerns
that college is not worth the investment are two factors that have influenced higher
education professionals to forge ahead into the unknown (Pew Research Center, 2011).
Many colleges and universities have reactively been forced to move forward to maintain
relevance and to exhaust every effort in order to recruit the right students during a time
where students have the influence and power to change the future of higher education as
we know it (Bergerson, 2009).
The goal of this study is to examine common social media based outreach
strategies shared across colleges and universities to determine their effectiveness. What
efforts are successful? How have students responded and have such efforts contributed at
all to enrollment growth during an era where many students and their families are
questioning the value of an investment in postsecondary education? For this qualitative
case study, in-depth, personal interviews were conducted with practitioners at several
universities across the United States. Some students at participating institutions submitted
to focus groups that were conducted to examine student perceptions about institutional
engagement during their college choice processes. Finally, both private and public social
media communities were observed to determine conversation themes across institutions.
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The Problem Defined
As time progresses in the field of higher education, the challenge of determining
the best methods to engage students in the Information Era remains constant. Studies
show that social media is an everyday part of the lives of today’s college students and
that social spaces like Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram are effective places for colleges
and universities to reach prospective students (Duggan, Lenhart, Lampe & Ellison, 2015;
Noel-Levitz E-expectations, 2015; Social Admissions Report, 2014). It is not enough
however, to simply disseminate information across various media channels. Institutions
must first understand not only who their students are, but how they consume and share
content, what types of content matter to them, and what media works best to reach them.
The average 18-29-year-old follows between 150 and 500 different accounts on Twitter,
making it a rather challenging communication channel for recruitment outreach (Martin,
personal communication, March 25, 2015). To date, research studies imply that students
only respond to such social media engagement efforts with organizations because
“something is in it for them” (McCorkindale et al., 2013).
The problem faced by higher education social media administrators is how to
strategically use social media as a part of their overall prospective student recruitment
strategy. Sifting through the virtual noise of up-and-coming media is daunting, especially
among lone social media administrators who are considered a “Party of One.” Called
upon because of their expertise in using and understanding social media, higher education
social media administrators share information, answer questions, provide insight, manage
events, and serve as a conduit to other relevant departments such as financial aid,
housing, or student activities. Students expect that colleges and universities will respond
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within 24 hours of the first point of student contact, which could come from anywhere
from web-based forms, telephone calls, emails, or indirect social media posts (Chegg
Social Admissions Report, 2015). These crucial first points of contact provide
prospective students with the information they need in order to make informed decisions
on collegiate enrollment.
This study will make use of reports such as the 2015 Chegg Social Admissions
Report, the Noel-Levitz 2014 and 2015 E-Expectations Studies, and the 2014 Pew
Internet and American Life Project Report, all of which discuss student/Millennial media
consumption habits, some relative to the college search process. This study also
examines psychological habits of Millennial students and the reasons why they use social
media, most specifically during their college search process. Using Hossler and
Gallagher’s Three Stage Model of Student College Choice, a series of questions were
developed to explore the relationship between social media engagement and the college
choice process. Finally, this study examines the social media outreach strategies of
practitioners in higher education in an effort to understand what types of relationships
they are hoping to form with students and to explore their perceived effectiveness.
Purpose of the Study
There has been limited empirical evidence that has examined the role of social
media in collegiate recruitment. In order for institutions to adapt their recruitment and
outreach strategies, they not only need to understand the communication habits of
incoming students, but they also need to understand the media students use. The purpose
of this study is to examine social media-based initiatives used for recruiting new firsttime undergraduate students. This qualitative case study examined administrator
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outreach strategies and student engagement through a thorough examination of personal
accounts and social community interactions.
The participants of this study came from universities across the United States
ranging in enrollment size from 10,000 to 82,000. Social media administrators from each
institution responded to public requests for participants on message boards and Twitter.
In some cases, participating social media administrators extended public requests for
student participants via email and social media. In all cases, participating institutions
allowed the researcher access into both public and private institutional student social
media communities to observe student conversation themes during the enrollment
process. The primary stakeholder groups were (1) social media administrators, often
employed within the office of admissions, (2) student participants, chosen by the
administrators, and (3) the participating institutions themselves. The personal
experiences and professional expertise of these individuals, as well as the personal and
professional expertise of the researcher are important points of reference in determining
the effectiveness of social media outreach initiatives in higher education. Therefore, the
central research question of this study is: “Does engagement with university personnel
via social networks during the college search process form stronger student-institution
affinities and encourage enrollment?”
Research Questions
Some additional questions are appropriate when examining the topic of social
media engagement in higher education. For example, do students feel as though they are
connecting on a more personal level with institutions through the ability to reach
personnel with questions in real time? Are students who are more engaged with other
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students in social communities during the search process more likely to enroll? Are
institutions doing all they can to reach students during the search phase of the enrollment
process? These questions were a key reference point during the research process.
Significance of the Study
This study examines the significance of social media engagement during the
college search process from both student and practitioner perspectives. This study seeks
to understand reasons why higher education social media administrators engaged the way
they did. It highlights the efforts of practitioners who ranked high on dedication and low
on resources. This study also examines why students engaged with institutions during
their college choice process and explores if any increased affinities exist among students
because of their level of engagement with their chosen institutions. This study is also
among the first to explore the suggestion that social media engagement with prospective
students during key phases of their college choice process directly contributes to their
choice to enroll at a particular institution. This work contributes to the field of higher
education enrollment management, admissions, marketing, and web services in that it
helps practitioners and leadership develop an understanding for why, when, and how
students engaged via social media. Previous studies have only examined what media
students prefer and how often they use particular media or devices. The understanding of
why students use the media they choose and what experiences have come out of their
engagement activities will assist higher education practitioners in future planning and
development of key outreach strategies aimed at enrollment growth.
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Limitations of the Study
A delimitation of this study is that a small number of institutions were used as a
reference point. In effort to combat this limitation, institutions from multiple regions of
the United States were selected using a public call via social media for volunteers. Four
public, four-year institutions were examined in effort to draw parallels in resource
allocation and similarities in outreach efforts and challenges. One private, four-year
institution was examined in effort to determine areas of consistency with regard to
communication strategy and student engagement themes. In addition, institutions of
varying size were examined. The smallest institution had an enrollment of 10,000
students, while the largest had more than 82,000. This brought varying perspectives to
the accounts of the administrators and to the student responses.
Another limitation of this study is that some of the research was conducted during
the summer months when access to larger and more diverse groups of students at each
participating institution was more limited. Had the research been conducted during a
typical semester, the institutional administrators would have had an easier time gathering
student participants, and these participants might have been closer to the researcher’s
intended participant sample of first and second-year students. As the research process
unfolded, there were students from each classification, including recent graduates, some
of which had limited exposure to social media outreach during their college choice
process, or who simply did not remember their own experiences, as they occurred many
years ago. As a result, the scope of the study itself changed to eliminate student focus
groups in favor of observing student conversation themes within institutional social
communities during a particular snapshot of time.
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Definitions of Terms
The following terms will be referenced regularly during the course of this research:
Administrators/ Practitioners: Professionals employed by institutional admissions or
marketing departments charged with communicating with prospective students via social
media
Applications (Apps): Mobile based “apps” accessed through custom user interfaces;
E.g., “The Schools App.”
Bonding social capital: An individual’s previously established strong ties to close
interpersonal connections such as family and friends (Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007)
Bridging social capital: The strengthening of otherwise weak ties with individuals via
SNS
Colleges and Universities: Institutions of Higher Education; Synonym: institution(s)
Enrolled: A student who has officially committed to and has registered for classes at a
particular institution
Hashtag: (Also seen as “#”); A word or group of words combined with the “#” symbol to
create aggregated topics of conversation on social media sites that may then be searched
for by name (e.g. #socialmedia, #hesm) and read
HESM: Acronym for Higher Education Social Media
iGeneration: Acronym for Millennial
Information Era/Age: The period of time characterized by the shift from traditional
history brought through the Industrial Revolution, to an economy based on information
computerization, defined by a high-tech global economy (Wikipedia, 2015).
Inquiry: A student who has actively expressed interest in an institution in some way,
such as a phone call, email, filling out an information request form or speaking with an
10

admissions counselor at a college fair
Millennial: Reference to the Millennial Generation (see iGeneration); The generation of
individuals born in the early 1990s who have been exposed to computer and mobilebased technology throughout their lifetime
Orientation: The process of registering for classes at a particular institution
Prospect: A student who is actively searching for colleges, but who has not declared a
commitment to any particular institution
Return on Investment (ROI): The amount of profit, before tax and after depreciation,
from an investment made, usually expressed as a percentage of the original total cost
invested. In terms of social media outreach in higher education, ROI represents the
number of students yielded or enrolled as a direct result of engagement via social network
with a practitioner at an institution.
Schools App: An application originally created by third party vendor Uversity (a
company that was acquired and absorbed by higher education software company TargetX
in late 2015), commonly used in higher education to create custom, private social
networking communities accessible via mobile application or through a user’s Facebook
account
SNS: Social Networking Sites
Social: synonym for “Social Media”
Social capital: According to Ellison et al. (2007), the result of an individual’s accrual of
acceptance via a steadfast network of peers or virtual acquaintances or connections
Social Media: Forms of electronic communication (as Web sites for social networking
and microblogging) through which users create online communities to share information,
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ideas, personal messages, and other content (as videos); Examples: Facebook, Twitter,
YouTube, Instagram, SnapChat, GroupMe, YikYak; Synonym: social
Yield: The period of time between the admission into college and the enrollment of
classes at said college, or the first day of classes at said college; also referred to as the
yield period.
Summary
Social media is a primary communication method among young people today.
Millennials and the rising Generation Z are the most influential consumer market
segments in the world capable of powerful peer persuasion with merely the statement of
an opinion or preference delivered by a simple touch of a button. Colleges and
universities struggling to maintain relevance among increasingly skeptical prospective
students and their families have expanded their outreach efforts to include creative and
strategic use of information sharing and direct engagement using social media platforms,
often delivered in real-time. The limited availability of formal measurement tools has
made it difficult for social media administrators to gauge the success of their engagement
efforts. Many administrators, while dedicated, are short-staffed and operate with limited
resources. They are challenged to meet high student expectations, yet students might not
necessarily perceive the presence of social engagement as influential in their college
choice process. When considering the use of social media outreach during the recruitment
process, administrators must ask themselves if it is necessary to provide students with
service where they expect it, when they expect it? Does real-time engagement do
students a disservice by enabling bad interpersonal communication habits and therefore
set unrealistic expectations of what college response rates should be?
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Through detailed conversations with social media administrators well-versed in
strategic outreach, as well as observation of students on the receiving end, all of these
questions were examined, positioning social media as an important forum for student
commiseration during the college choice process.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Colleges and universities have the challenge of maintaining relevance with regard
to their engagement efforts with students who are increasingly more reliant on technology
as a communication source. Known as “digital natives,” the Millennial Generation, born
in the early 1990s, have been exposed to communication on demand through use of
computer and mobile-based, interactive and social technologies including Facebook,
Twitter, and YouTube. Studies completed since 2008 suggest that more than 75% of
Millennial students aged 18-29 maintain personal profiles on Facebook, 90% of whom
logged in to check their profiles multiple times per day (Ellison & Vitak, 2015;
McCorkindale et al., 2013; Pempek et al., 2009). The higher education industry began to
take notice of students’ social media usage in the mid-2000s and began to examine ways
in which social media could be used to engage students and alumni. Existing literature
offers insight into the social communication patterns of Millennials via social networking
services (SNS) and explains how organizations use these tools to forge deeper
connections with their constituencies.
Friend Connections and Identity Establishment
In her groundbreaking 2008 study, “Taken Out of Context: American Teen
Sociality in Networked Publics,” danah boyd (sic) researched teenage use of both
Facebook and MySpace as networks used to develop individual social identities free from
the judgment and oversight of parents or other authority figures. boyd spent several years
immersed among groups of teenagers as she completed her ethnographic study both as
participant and observer (boyd, 2008). boyd visited students in their native habitats—
their homes, communities where they lived, even popular hangout spots—where she
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observed behavioral and communication patterns. She spoke with parents and
community members and established trusting relationships with the teenagers she
interviewed. Partnering with both MySpace and Facebook, boyd was able to enter
teenage virtual communities within both platforms to observe conversational patterns and
themes. She found that teenagers were using MySpace and Facebook to establish
personal identities using social networks to form relationships in virtual networks where
they believed socioeconomic class, racial and ethnic differences, and physical attributes
mattered less than in face-to-face scenarios. The teenagers interviewed said they were
less likely to form harsh personal judgments against each other via social networks and
were more likely to form bonds based on shared mutual interests like music, films, books,
or extracurricular activities, than they might have been when making face-to-face
connections. The teenagers studied liked the fact that they were able to participate in a
community that was free of parental influence and oversight.
At the time when boyd’s (2008) study was published, available social media was
limited. MySpace had reached the height of its popularity with young people and was on
the decline in favor of then rising star Facebook, which at that time maintained strict age
limits for membership. Facebook’s growth and increasing numbers of young members
prompted researchers to examine teenage use of the media further. Pempek et al. (2009)
examined the reasons why students had used Facebook, how much time they had spent,
and what specific actions they had performed while using the service. Using Erikson’s
theory of identity development in early and late adolescence, Arnett’s theory of
“emerging adulthood,” and Buhrmester and Prager’s model of self disclosure, the authors
presented social media as a forum for students’ self-exploration, identity establishment,
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and social validation (Pempek et al., 2009, p. 228). Six hypotheses were presented in the
study including statements that Millennials would “use Facebook daily” and “primarily
for social interaction,” in order to “interact with peers they know offline rather than
searching for new friends,” that their personal profiles would be “used to express
identity” and include “topics that are germane to identity development during emerging
adulthood,” and that they would “interact with one another by posting messages in public
forums” (Pempek et al., 2009, p. 229).
Pempek et al. (2009) used a diary system and surveys containing both closed and
open-ended questions to obtain data. They determined that among their participants, 87%
logged in to Facebook more than once per day at varying times throughout the day,
solidifying Facebook as a part of the students’ normal daily activities. Overwhelmingly,
students’ primary reason for using Facebook was to connect with existing friends, a fact
previously determined by danah boyd in her study of the network (boyd, 2008; Pempek et
al., 2009). Many students had used Facebook to view the profiles of others without
having announced their presences through comments or “likes” on individual profiles or
pages (boyd, 2008; Pempek et al., 2009, p. 235). Students also noted, however, that they
had used Facebook to state political and religious affiliations and entertainment
preferences and about 25% of respondents had noted they had joined groups on Facebook
that had been sponsored by brands, celebrities, and religious or other social organizations
(Pempek et al., 2009).
Organizational Engagement
Early examinations of higher education use of social media specifically for
student recruitment date back to the advent of the annually conducted Ruffalo Noel-
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Levitz E-expectations survey in 2005, which examined student habits when searching for
colleges online. Early E-expectations surveys asked students specifically about their
experience using MySpace and Facebook to connect with current students at colleges
they were interested in (Geyer & D’Orso, Admissions Live Podcast, 2015). In the mid2000s, only 33% of student respondents had connected with current students and only
20% had searched for a school-specific MySpace or Facebook Page (Geyer & D’Orso,
Admissions Live Podcast, 2015). The first formal research study on the subject was
Ganim Barnes and Mattson’s (2008) 2007-2008 nationwide longitudinal study that
examined uses of blogs, podcasts, message boards, and social media as used to “recruit
and research prospective students,” (p. 2). The authors noted a “dramatic increase” in the
use of social networking sites (SNS) among college and university admissions officers
including MySpace, Facebook, and YouTube to “deliver virtual tours of campuses, visits
to dorms, and simple faculty lectures,” (Ganim Barnes & Mattson, 2008, pp. 3).
Admissions officers recognized social media as having an “increasingly important role in
today’s world,” (Ganim Barnes & Mattson, 2008, pp. 4).
In 2008 the higher education industry became more aware not only of student use
of social media, but also of methods they might employ in reaching those students. In her
study, Reuben (2008) noted use of Facebook, MySpace, YouTube, Flickr, blogs, Twitter,
and more among those social media favorite by students.
While some early studies examined the level of interpersonal connections that
teenage social media users were forging with one another via social media, other
researchers began to examine how teenagers engaged with organizations on Facebook
specifically in effort to begin to understand if teenagers would take the step to connect
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with brands, non-profits, or other organizations as part of their online identity
establishment (boyd, 2008; McCorkindale et al., 2013; Pempek et al., 2009). The
McCorkindale et al. (2013) study examined the methods in which “Millennials preferred
to interact and engage with organizations on Facebook” (p. 66). Although Facebook had
only recently launched as a social media platform in 2004, it did not take long for
organizations to realize that Facebook in particular provided an effective and affordable
solution for customer outreach. Organizations tuned in to the fact that digital natives had
comprised the most prolific user base of social media and were highly influential
consumers (McCorkindale et al., 2013). The authors’ objectives were to study how
Millennials engaged with organizations and their motivation for establishing and
maintaining these relationships. While no formal hypotheses were introduced, five
research questions detailing the purpose of the study included those asking how
Millennials were using Facebook; what motivated Millennials to enter into relationships
with organizations; how Millennials interacted with organizations and groups on
Facebook; what Millennials expected from their Facebook relationships with
organizations; and what types of relationships (professional, personal, or community)
were organizations establishing with Millennials (McCorkindale et al., 2013, p. 73)? The
authors also referenced uses and gratifications theory, a theory of why and how people
seek out specific media to satisfy specific needs, to examine the influence of media
related to Millennials’ response to messaging on Facebook (McCorkindale et al., 2013).
McCorkindale et al. (2013) used both quantitative and qualitative research
methods including e-mail surveys and in-person and online focus groups that engaged
Millennials in discussion about their habits and preferences on Facebook, including
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interactions with organizations and groups. Like the Pempek et al. (2009) study,
McCorkindale et al. concluded that students’ primary use of Facebook had been for
personal interaction with friends, but they also noted that many had connected with
organizations on Facebook only if they had either an incentive to do so (i.e. discounts or
giveaways) or if they had a pre-established personal affiliation with a brand or group.
Students cited customer service as a primary reason for engaging with organizations via
Facebook and noted “excessive updates and notifications” as a motivator for
disengagement (McCorkindale et al., 2013, p. 75). Although this study included valuable
information about the habits of Millennials, it did not include detailed information about
how organizations could respond to their needs, other than cautioning organizations to be
conservative in their outreach efforts for risk of losing the interest of this coveted market
base. Further exploration was necessary to gain future insight as to the effectiveness of
organizations’ messaging toward Millennials on Facebook.
Social Media and Student Use
As time progresses in the field of higher education, the challenge of determining
the best methods by which to engage students in the Information Age remains. Studies
show that access to social media is an everyday part of the lives of today’s college
students and that Facebook in particular is an effective place for colleges and universities
to reach this desirable demographic (boyd, 2008; McCorkindale et al., 2013; Pempek et
al., 2009; Reuben, 2008; Ruffalo Noel-Levitz, 2015; Social Admissions, 2015;
Statista.com, 2015). With the modern day diversification of media and the subsequent
dwindling of resources in public higher education, it has become more important for
higher education social media administrators to plan their social media outreach
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strategies to maximize student engagement. White paper research series including the
Ruffalo Noel-Levitz E-expectations survey, the Chegg Social Admissions Report, and the
Pew Internet and American Life Project, are three notable research studies that are
published annually to serve higher education professionals in understanding the
communication habits of students and their parents in web-based networks.
Currently in its tenth year of publication, the Ruffalo Noel-Levitz E-expectations
White Paper Series has been established as a definitive resource for higher education
recruitment and web marketing professionals. Conducted annually in partnership with
the National Research Center for College and University Admissions (NRCCUA), Eexpectations is a telephone and web-based survey administered to prospective (high
school junior and senior) college students and their parents to determine their
communication and media preferences when undergoing the college search process. The
survey is administered throughout the four U.S. census regions (D. Gibson, personal
communication, March 17, 2014). The survey itself consists of questions about social
media, website, and mobile usage with regard to a students’ college search. They also
look at demographic data and use random samples while stratifying their participants by
ethnic background (D. Gibson, personal communication, March 17, 2014). The questions
are developed by a team of higher education professionals comprised of Ruffalo NoelLevitz staff, NRCCUA staff, OmniUpdate vendor support staff, and college and
university representatives (S. Geyer, personal communication, March 5, 2014). The
survey asks students whether they use certain social media and other web-based services
specifically for their college search, but does not seek details beyond that construct.
Each year, the E-expectations survey looks at student use of college and
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university websites, email, direct mail, social media, and more to determine any rising or
falling trends in student or parent media consumption utilized during the college search
process. The results of the annual survey assist higher education web and marketing
professionals in determining the most effective outreach methods based on trend reports.
The 2015 E-expectations Survey was administered online and had more than 3,000
student responses (Joly, 2015). Key findings included that college and university
websites were the number one source for student information during their college search
process, with 80% of college-bound seniors and 77% of juniors noting they visit
institutional websites before viewing institutional social media, and at times before
personally connecting with an admissions counselor (Joly, 2015). Social media was
widely agreed upon as a close second resource for students during their college search
process, most notably YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter as the top three most frequently
used (Joly, 2015). Students also noted the importance of video content, social media paid
ads, and email platforms among those outreach methods to which they pay the most
attention during their search process (Geyer & D’Orso, Admissions Live Podcast, 2015).
Previous E-expectations survey results noted that in general students and parents
both expressed preferences for “web-based resources for learning about colleges,” (Eexpectations, 2014, p. 2). More than 70% of students had used a mobile device when
viewing college websites, 40% using mobile devices exclusively (E-expectations, 2014;
E-expectations, 2015). Facebook posts from colleges and universities ranked among the
top most influential resources for accessing information relative to college search
processes and college social media posts were seen has highly reliable information
sources (E-expectations, 2014; E-expectations, 2015). According to the E-expectations
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(2014) report, students identified invitations to campus visit dates, events and virtual
tours, and interactive maps as important content that may be shared by colleges and
universities. Students listed parents and admissions counselors as those individuals who
are most influential in the college choice process and overwhelmingly, 87% of students
and 93% of parents surveyed noted that college attendance was required in order for a
student to attain his or her career goals. Overall, 51% of the students surveyed in 2014
said they had visited a college’s Facebook page, over half of whom had clicked that they
“liked” content on the page (E-expectations, 2014). Thirty seven percent of students said
they followed a college’s feed on Twitter and more than 50% said that Facebook was the
best social media to use when researching colleges (E-expectations, 2014; Eexpectations, 2015).
While the E-expectations survey data help higher education social media
administrators, admissions and marketing professionals determine what media students
are using, there is still a gap in how students are using the media they choose. The annual
Chegg Social Admissions Report (2015) is in its third year of administration via an online
survey that was administered to more than 1,600 high school seniors. Much like the Eexpectations report series, the goal of the Social Admissions Report is to delve deeper
into the digital habits of Millennials to determine what their habits and expectations are
throughout their college search process. The most notable result of the report is that 62%
of the students surveyed said that they expected to hear back from a college
representative within 24 hours of their first point of contact. This contact might be a
paper information card, an email, a direct or indirect social media post, a telephone call,
or a personal contact at a college fair (Social Admissions Report, 2015). This creates an

22

extraordinary challenge for college and university personnel to stay on top of all outreach
outlets so that a student communication does not go unnoticed. To further complicate
matters, the Social Admissions Report noted that students are using multiple media
channels to research colleges including websites, social media, and college review and
scholarship sites. While Facebook has seen a decline in student use since 2012, it is still
the preferred social media source among students seeking information relative to their
college choice process, with Instagram and Twitter following not far behind. Because
colleges and universities have adopted regular and frequent use of Facebook for
prospective student outreach, it is still a destination for prospective college students and
their parents, who make up the largest demographic of Facebook users (Social
Admissions Report, 2015). Facebook has been accessed by students multiple times per
day, an increasing trend that has been noted across research studies over the years (Eexpectations, 2014; McCorkindale et al., 2013; Pempek et al., 2009; Social Admissions
Report, 2015). Students also noted that they accessed Instagram and Twitter multiple
times per day, most frequently via mobile device (Social Admissions Report, 2015).
According to Instagram, in 2015 the average teenager checked his or her Instagram
account more than ten times per day (Jackson-Colaco, 2015). It should be noted that
Instagram is owned by Facebook.
Nearly 70% of the 2014 Social Admissions report respondents said that social
media played a moderate to extreme role in their college search process
(Chegg/Uversity/Zinch, 2014). Students stressed the importance of the individual on the
administration side of direct engagement with 74% of student respondents saying
interaction with currently enrolled students was important, and 69% saying interaction
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with admissions counselors via social media was important. These results are important
because, for the first time, students have begun to share not only what media they prefer
using and how frequently but also who they want to speak with and what types of
information they are hoping to obtain from students and admissions personnel. In fact,
two-thirds of 2014 Social Admissions Report survey respondents said that social media
conversations with institutional personnel, current students, other prospective students
and alumni have influenced their decisions to enroll at a particular institution. Many
students are engaging in direct conversations not simply via Facebook or Twitter
engagement, but through use of private social networks created by third party software
companies and subscribed to by institutions to offer incoming students a place to engage
with each other and with institutional personnel.
The Social Admission Report (2014) also found that 73% of Social Admissions
respondents said they would join a custom group or network built specifically for
admitted students at their college of choice. The concept of private, custom social
networks for use in higher education recruitment is not new. In 2009, Rachel Reuben
made use of a custom community for incoming students at her institution, SUNY – New
Paltz, called “Café New Paltz” built upon a platform called Ning (Reuben, 2009). At the
time, custom communities were a new concept and many institutions were only
beginning to use Facebook groups as semi-private spaces for students to congregate and
commiserate. Use of institutional “Class of” groups via Facebook became a common in
welcoming incoming cohorts of freshmen that is still a widely used practice today.
Accessibility and Use
The Pew Research Center’s Internet, Science and Tech report (2015) reported that
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24% of teens aged 13-17 “go online almost constantly, facilitated by the widespread
availability of smartphones” (p. 1). Furthermore, 92% of teens in the study reported
going online multiple times per day. Nearly three-quarters of the teenagers surveyed said
they either had or have access to smartphone technology, 85% of which were African
American or Hispanic and 76% coming from households that earn less than $75,000
annually. This calls to mind the issue of accessibility, most notably among minority and
lower socioeconomic populations of teenagers. The Pew Report hints at the narrowing of
mobile and desktop technologies and social media accessibility gaps among teenage users
with 87% noting access to desktop, laptop, tablet computers and/or gaming systems at
home. Those noting no access to smartphone or computer technology were between the
ages of 13-14 and came from the lowest income bracket of under $30,000 annually. Of
the 92% of teenagers that noted heavy use of mobile technology to access websites and
social media, the majority of them hail from low-middle income families with parents
having obtained lower levels of education (Lenhart, 2015).
Also reported by the Pew Research Center, (2015), 81% of older teens report
using social media sites daily, with Facebook listed as the most frequently used platform,
with the typical friend list averaging 145 friends. Instagram follows with an average of
150 followers per teenager. Snapchat and Twitter bring up the rear, with an average of
95 followers per teenager on Twitter—though it should be noted that current college
students often report following up to 500 different accounts on Twitter among the heavier
users (Lenhart, 2015; Martin, 2015). Of the teens surveyed, 71% reported that they used
two or more social media platforms regularly (Lenhart, 2015).
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Thus, student access to social media is on the rise, among all races, ethnicities,
socioeconomic backgrounds, and ages. Frequency is also on the rise, with the majority of
students accessing social media multiple times per day via multiple devices. This creates
a difficult challenge for higher education social media administrators to reach prospective
college students where they are most frequently by posting content that they are likely to
see, click on, retain, or engage with in some way.
Forming Relationships through Social Engagement
The research to date has explored teenagers’ preferred methods of social media
use, frequency, and accessibility, but it is still necessary to determine the most effective
methods of engagement to determine the breadth and depth of relationships that may be
formed online with students via social media. Some studies imply that students only
respond to engagement efforts with organizations because “something is in it for them”
(McCorkindale et al., 2013). Existing literature offers insight into the interactive social
communication patterns of Millennials and explains how organizations use social media
tools to forge deeper connections with their constituencies (McCorkindale et al., 2013;
Pempek et al., 2009). In particular, research exists that examines students’ need for selfacceptance and that looks into the types of social bonds they bring with them into their
collegiate experience (boyd, 2008; McCorkindale et al., 2013; Pempek et al., 2009).
Research conducted to examine student perceptions of what types of support they expect
receive once they get to college and what types of support they have been accustomed to
receiving at home and in existing peer groups helps us understand student expectations a
bit more clearly. Research indicates that students who have a strong support network at
home are more likely to succeed once they arrive at college, but also indicates that
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students with weaker home support systems, who frequently engage in large social
networks on services like Facebook may have equal amounts of success in college,
primarily because of their willingness to engage and reach out for help and to ask
questions of those in their network, outlined below (Ellison et al., 2007; Steinfield,
Ellison & Lampe, 2008; Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe, 2011; Gray, Vitak, Easton &
Ellison, 2013; Ellison & Vitak, 2015).
University of Michigan School of Information Associate Professor Dr. Nicole B.
Ellison has authored and co-authored multiple research studies that examine the use of
social media by college students to establish relationships, to access higher education,
and to succeed while in college. There are a variety of survey methods that have been
employed or designed to research college students’ personal use of social networking
websites (SNS) in forming peer-to-peer connections that are crucial to their success and
persistence in college. There are many theories that also support the notion that social
acceptance and peer bonding contribute positively to student success and retention. One
such 2007 study by Ellison et al. used Robert D. Putnam’s (2000) social capital theory to
examine students’ need for acceptance among peer groups. By definition, social capital
is the result of an individual’s accrual of acceptance via a steadfast network of peers or
virtual acquaintances or connections (Ellison et al., 2007). The authors suggest that
positive social capital contributes to success in college, personal health and financial
stability, while lower levels result in distrust, discord and reduced participation in civic
activities. The authors presented multiple hypotheses when examining the effect of
social networking use and the establishment (via “bridging” or “bonding”) of social
capital in college students. Bridging social capital refers to the strengthening of
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otherwise weak ties with individuals via SNS, while our authors were also interested in
bonding social capital, which reflects an individual’s previously established strong ties to
close interpersonal connections such as family and friends. The activity of bridging
social capital connects groups of SNS users from information source to information
source, exposing SNS users to varying perspectives (Ellison & Vitak, 2015).
Ellison et al. (2007) used a “measures of Internet use” tool adapted from a
previous study designed to examine online downloading behaviors (p. 1150). They
created “the Facebook intensity scale” to determine students’ emotional connections to
their individual Facebook use (Ellison et al., 2007, p. 1150). They modified existing
scales to include Internet-specific language and used factor analysis to make sure each
item reflected their three constructs of bridging, bonding and maintained social capital.
The random sample used included 800 Michigan State University undergraduate students
who were contacted via email and offered $5 in compensation as a credit to their
university credit accounts. The measures looked at demographic data, Internet use,
Facebook use and a “satisfaction of life” survey was used to determine their satisfaction
at MSU (Ellison et al., 2007, p. 1151).
Ellison et al.’s (2007) research was important because at the time of their study
social media was relatively new on college campuses and much was unknown about the
phenomenon at that time relative to young people. Many emerging media such as
Twitter had yet to launch, so Facebook was a bit of an anomaly and research studies such
as this one dug deep into the idea that peer-to-peer connections on social media platforms
contributed to collegiate success. The idea of bridging or bonding social capital with
relation to social media engagement speaks to the insecurities of young social media
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users. Many young people have a need for acceptance and comfort in social situations
before fully participating, which is why levels of participation in social media services
can serve as a “bridge” to contribute to the development of acquaintances into stronger
relationships or further “bonding” existing strong ties to friends and family who serve as
stronger virtual support systems (Ellison et al., 2007).
In their 2011 study, DeAndrea, Ellison, LaRose, Steinfield, and Fiore continued to
research the use of social media in improving college students’ adjustment levels. They
also made use of Putnam’s aforementioned 2000 social capital theory as well as social
cognitive theory to examine students’ levels of self-belief and self-efficacy as associated
with more aggressive goal setting, stress management, and more intense motivation to
succeed in college beyond their first semester (DeAndrea et al., 2011). The authors
created a custom social network for use of Michigan State University first-year students
and used a series of pre and post-surveys to determine perceptions about students’
adjustment to college life.
For the pre-test, DeAndrea et al. (2011) used a five-point Likert academic
expectations scale to measure students’ perceptions of how much support they felt they
would receive as first-year students. The pre-test was administered to a sample of firstyear residential students from Michigan State University, with more than 1600 students
completing the survey at a 49% completion rate. After administering the pre-test, the
authors introduced participants to the website “SpartanConnect” that was custom built for
student use. After a week of website engagement, students received a post-test survey
using a seven-point Likert “bridging self-efficacy measure” to determine if students felt
they had made any meaningful connections by using the custom social network. More
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than 1600 students completed the post-test survey, 265 of which also completed the pretest. Study results indicated that students who participated in the custom social network
felt they had a stronger support network overall at the institution and higher levels of
bridging self-efficacy (DeAndrea et al., 2011).
This research was important for multiple reasons. First, student perceptions are
powerful, especially where self-comfort is involved. If students feel as though they are
supported, they are more likely to engage socially in face-to-face activities, have a higher
academic performance and they are less likely to withdraw from classes. Second, the
establishment of a private, custom, invitation-only social network provided students with
an added layer of social support that they might not have received otherwise via
“traditional” social networking sites like formal Facebook groups or pages. If private
custom social networks are successful in changing or solidifying positive perceptions
among incoming and first-year students, then we might have just uncovered a key to
recruitment and retention in the United States. Finally, as this study was conducted in
2011 and refers back to the 2007 Ellison et al. study, it shows a marked growth in the use
of social media relative to student success and social acceptance in college. Students, by
2011, were using multiple forms of social media outside of Facebook. They had
established a trust in social media as a norm and were willing to join a custom social
network created by their university. This type of forward movement takes us into present
day and how social media still remains a strong influencer in forging essential peer
connections that contribute to enrollment decisions and later to student success.
In 2013, Gray, Vitak, et al., looked again at social media and social college
adjustment among students. This time, rather than looking at first-year students’ first
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week of college, the authors examined retention of first-year students moving into their
second year and the role of social media in their persistence. The researchers examined
Facebook engagement specifically and looked at student engagement beyond social peer
connections into academic connections with both students and in the classroom. The
authors used Arnett’s theory of “emerging adulthood” as a basis for students’ need for
social acceptance and movement from the teenage years into young adulthood (Gray,
Vitak et al., 2013). The authors also take a significant look into social adjustment theory
as related to students’ reported levels of satisfaction and comfort with the college
transition process, as well as Putnam’s social capital theory with relation to race/ethnicity
and first-generation status. The authors also looked at social media use including
frequency of use, subject of use, number of friends, and quality of engagement to
determine if any of these factors could predict social success in college and retention.
Incoming first-time students enrolled in introductory freshman English courses
were surveyed during class (Gray, Vitak et al., 2013). Of 114 total classes, 28 submitted
surveys for a total of 569 respondents. Gray, Vitak et al. (2013) compared survey data to
collegiate enrollment data obtained from the Registrar’s office to look for retention
patterns. Their survey was a five-point Likert scale measuring demographics and a
variety of students’ perceptions of collegiate success. They used a 19-item “social
adjustment” subscale of the Student Adjustment to College Questionnaire (SACQ)” in
addition to multiple other items they added on their own (Gray, Vitak et al., 2013, p.
202). This research builds upon the two aforementioned surveys because as previously
noted, the use of social media has increased among college students to become an
established, normative communication method.
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The Gray, Vitak et al. (2013) authors’ research was groundbreaking because it
compared student perceptions to enrollment data. It also drew comparisons between
first-generation student status and race/ethnicity status to increase the validity of the
survey itself. According to Gray, Ellison, Lampe and Vitak (2013), there are many social
factors that contribute to a student actively engaging in social media. There are some
students who are more vulnerable than others who are subsequently at higher risk of
dropping out of college. Students who brought their bonded support systems with them
when they entered college versus students who had little support and started from scratch,
will have different experiences adapting to the college setting. Students accustomed to
strong support networks may be more apt to connecting socially with others, while
students with little history of support might require more intervention from authority
figures to aid in their success, assuming they are resourceful enough to determine where
to turn for assistance.
Connecting Students to Institutions
While many previous studies had examined student-to-student connections
specifically, the concept of bridging social capital also applies to other types of
connections, including organization-to-student connections via social media. The higher
education social media administrator may be viewed as one serving in a “bridging
position,” as the individual who connects the prospective student to a department or
individual on campus who has the capacity to answer the student’s question or to
ultimately provide a particular service to the student (Ellison & Vitak, 2015). Ellison and
Vitak (2015) noted that social networking sites provide a forum for individuals to
participate in group-based action, while also forming a web of social influence, where the
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voices of one or many might influence the actions or commentary of the entire group.
While they were referring to groups of friends interacting on Facebook specifically, the
same could be said for the influential nature of the higher education social media
administrator on a group of students congregated in a virtual network. It is difficult for
organizations to measure their levels of success with regard to their social media efforts.
Likes, follows, retweets, shares, and comments all hold a certain weight in assisting
social media managers in determining the effectiveness of a particular post or piece of
content, serving as a visual representation of an SNS user’s affirmation of exposure to a
particular piece of content, or even denoting an emotional response to the content itself
(Ellision and Vitak, 2015). The true value of social media engagement lies within the
quality of the engagement itself, which is much more difficult to measure. Like face-toface relationships, virtual relationships are formed through conversation, through
questions and answers, and through sharing mutual experiences. The social media
administrator serves as one side of the relationship. The best administrators not only use
social networks to disseminate information, but they also virtually listen to what their
constituents have to say, they respond based on what they hear and they take action as a
form of response (Martin, 2014).
Students have frequent access to social media, are using social media as a forum
in which to express their personal identities, build relationships, and engage with brands
and non-profit organizations for which they have an affinity. Colleges and universities
are using social media as a way to reach out to prospective students. Through sharing
content like deadlines, event info, photos of campus, and student testimonials, higher
education is using social media as a place for mass distribution of content and to exert
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their social influence. Social media are places where users may form a community based
on common interest (Ellison & Vitak, 2015). “Groups, hashtags, or other SNS features
can make people more aware of others who share a particular interest, and can facilitate
communication about that topic,” therefore it makes perfect sense that higher education
admissions and marketing personnel should use social media networks as a place to invite
questions and commentary from prospective students (Ellison & Vitak, 2015). Students
feel more comfortable when they are exposed to other students who share common
interests or who are experiencing common emotions centered on the excitement, anxiety
or uncertainty that accompanies the typical college search process. Even indirect
connections formed via social networks based on common areas of interest may assist
users in determining which individuals might be useful as sources of information and
support throughout various processes (Ellison & Vitak, 2015). In the context of the
college search process, prospective college students might connect with institutional
personnel, current students or even other prospective students who might serve as reliable
information or support sources as the prospect moves through the enrollment funnel.
Understanding that “College Administrator X” is the authority figure in a Facebook
Group will prompt a prospective student to not only refer to that individual with
questions or concerns they might have during the search and enrollment processes, but
they will trust the information provided by that person as reliable and accurate. Morris,
Teevan, and Panovich (2010) found that individuals who frequently asked questions of
their network of friends via social network sites did so because they implicitly trusted the
answers from known sources as opposed to other sites, such as message boards with
anonymous sources. Social media serve as prime venues for direct questions and indirect
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observation.
Social Media and the College Choice Process
The college choice process begins for many high school students as early as their
junior year of high school; earlier for some with particular academic or athletic
aspirations. Studies like Ruffalo Noel-Levitz (2015) E-expectations survey collegebound juniors and seniors and note some differences in what is important to students at
each level. The results assist higher education admissions and marketing personnel in
fine-tuning messaging and distribution channels like website and print publication
content, email marketing campaigns and social media outreach strategies. Message
content, frequency and timing differ based upon who the student is and where that
student falls in the enrollment funnel. There is a distinct difference between a prospect
(one who is actively searching for colleges, but who has not declared a commitment to
any particular institution) and an inquiry (someone who has actively expressed interest in
some way), much like there is a difference between a student who has taken the steps to
connect with an admissions counselor or one who is still “kicking the tires.” It is
important to understand the college choice process itself in effort to understand how best
to communicate with students, parents and guidance counselors.
Since the early 1980s, stages of college choice have determined where students
fall in their college enrollment process and what influencers led them along the path. The
advent of “multi-stage models” of the college choice process as including those
introduced by Chapman and Jackson (1981), Hanson and Litten (1982), and Hossler and
Gallagher (1987), among others, offered similar multi-stage models, each designed to
meet similar ends (Paulsen, 1990). For example, Kotler and Fox’s (1985) Seven-Stage
Model included: 1) discovery of a desire to attend college, 2) research about college
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options, 3) application to college, 4) acceptance into college 5) enrollment, 6) persistence,
and 7) graduation (as cited in Litten, 1982). Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) Three-Stage
Model of Student College Choice referenced the decision-making process as
“developmental” through three stages of predisposition, search, and choice (p. 207).
Each of these stages involved a significant amount of influence from both internal and
external factors. A student might be predisposed to college aspirations if they come from
a household with history of college attendance by one or both parents or other influential
family members (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). This predisposition might also be relative
to socioeconomic status, high academic ability, or achievement attained over time, a peer
network with similar aspirations, or because of participation in extracurricular activities
(Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Klugman, 2011; Moller, Stearns, Potochnick, & Southwork,
2010).
During the search phase, students seek out information about institutions and
begin to form their “choice set” (p. 207), or a narrowed list of choices based on any
number of factors including cost, proximity, academic reputation, ranking, and more
(Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). During the search phase most institutions begin active
outreach tactics to recruit students (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). Admissions counselors
visit high schools and attend college fairs. Print materials are distributed en masse. This
phase is also where connections via social media are most valuable.
Historically, direct personal contact between students and admissions counselors
at face-to-face events such as college fairs or high school visits, as well as campus
preview days or formal campus tours have ranked high among the most engaging
activities for prospective students (Morse, 2014). Students admitted to multiple
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institutions are faced with the challenge of deciding which college or university best fits
their needs (NACAC.org, 2015). Academic programs, scholarship and financial aid
opportunities, social opportunities, and proximity to home all are important factors in the
college choice process (Morse, 2014). The period between when a student applies to an
institution and when they show up for classes on Day One is referred to as the “yield
period” in higher education admissions. During the yield period between the dates of
admission, enrollment, and actual class attendance, institutions take measures to remain
engaged with students who often are admitted into multiple institutions (Ruffalo NoelLevitz, 2015). Some 12% of students at four-year public institutions did not make their
final enrollment decision until the final weeks leading into the start of classes (Ruffalo
Noel-Levitz, 2015). According to Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) theory, the yield
period, which includes the “search phase,” (p. 213) and the “choice phase,” (p. 215) is
critical in the college choice process during which students forge connections with
personnel at institutions to obtain more detailed information about the institution. During
Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) third and final choice phase, students evaluate their final
choice set and begin the application, decision, and enrollment processes. Much of the
final choice phase is influenced by the availability of financial aid, grants and
scholarships, parental influences and the geographic location of the institution (Bers,
2005; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Hoyt & Brown, 2003; Kim, 2004; Paulsen & St. John,
2002). During the choice phase, students visit institutions, attend informational sessions,
and meet with admissions and financial aid counselors (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Hoyt
& Brown, 2003). They also have serious conversations about realistic expectations,
college preparedness, and outcome opportunities (Hossler & Gallagher, 1997).
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Theorist Vincent Tinto (1975, 2006) has also positioned engagement as key in
student retention and persistence through his studies on college dropout rates. While
Tinto’s work historically references students who are already enrolled in college, there
are many similarities in the yield persistence rates among prospective college students.
Tinto cites “involvement” and “engagement” with faculty and social first-year experience
activities and personnel as important factors in student success and persistence in college
(Tinto, 1975, 2006; Tinto & Pusser, 2006). He argued that students with higher levels of
engagement had a higher likelihood of success both in and outside of the classroom,
connecting with peers, faculty, and academically (Tinto, 1975, 2006; Tinto & Pusser,
2006). This theory of engagement relative to student success could apply to prospective
student engagement levels with other students and college personnel during the yield
period of the recruitment process.
The factors influencing the college choice process are numerous and complex.
Each individual has a set of needs and desires associated with their choice and internal
and external factors that fit in. Through an in-depth examination of higher education
social media administrator activity, this dissertation will now take a look at how social
media engagement fits into this choice model as an effective yield tool. While students
experience many formal factors that influence their final enrollment decision like
affordability and parental influence, there are also factors we cannot see that have a
powerful influence - the feeling, the connection, the comfort level experienced by
students when engaging with the institution through activities like campus tours, open
house and athletic or community events, as well as personal connections forged with
admissions counselors and other students during the choice process that make students
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feel safe and make them feel like they belong as part of the campus community and
culture. This research study examines those connections through the words of the
students themselves.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
The purpose of this study is to determine the effectiveness of social media
engagement relative to student college choice through an examination of institutional
practitioner activity and student engagement. This study takes a multifaceted approach in
effort to connect institutional strategies and practical applications with student demand
for service in virtual networks. Social media is a primary method of communication
among today’s traditional-aged college students, yet little is formally known about the
effectiveness of social media engagement when used as part of the college recruitment
and choice processes.
This study is a qualitative study of institutional practitioner use of social media to
recruit new, first time undergraduate students. Examining and observing practical
engagement methods such as comment threads and types of posts provides the
opportunity to connect student communication preferences with institutional outreach
strategies to determine effectiveness. Semi-structured interviews were developed in
order to examine practitioner expertise and experiences on both individual and
institutional levels. Student engagement was examined on both individual and group
levels through observation and interviews. The population of the study includes social
media practitioners at a variety of public universities in the United States and a
convenience sample of individuals or groups of students from each participating
institution.
This study makes use of Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) Three Phase Model of
Student College Choice to determine where social media engagement falls in the
spectrum of phases relative to a student’s decision to enroll. It also referenced Vincent
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Tinto and Pusser’s (2006) Model of Institutional Action as a method of encouraging
student engagement and involvement to encourage student success and persistence. This
chapter will provide information with regard to case study as a qualitative paradigm,
methods used, the researcher’s role, data sources and collection, and an explanation of
how the data will be presented and coded.
Qualitative Paradigm
I selected to complete a qualitative research study because little is known about
the role or effectiveness of the use of social media in collegiate recruitment. This is a
case study – a compilation of the unique personal experiences that draws from the
expertise of a group of higher education professionals serving their institutions in the
capacity of prospective student outreach. Some of these individuals work in admissions
offices, some in marketing. Some are counselors, and some are enrollment management
professionals. Most of the participants work for four-year public institutions in the
United States, with one serving a four-year private institution. All of the administrator
participants represent the front line of communication for prospective undergraduate
students at their respective institutions.
Robert Stake (1995) defined a case study as a “specific, complex, functioning
thing,” or “a bounded system” that draws “attention to an object rather than a process,”
(p. 2). According to Stake a case is “an integrated system,” that might include, people,
programs, events, and processes (p. 2). In the context of this research study there are
multiple types of evidence that make this case worth studying. As a higher education
social media and admissions expert myself, I am aware that social media is worth
studying, as are the types of communication put forth by other administrators like me.
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Furthermore, based on my own experience and expertise, I know that many students
engage on social media when they are in the midst of the college search process. The
“case” here is social media in the context of higher education, with institutional
administrators and students contributing to the conversation surrounding the case. Social
media is a “complex, functioning thing,” as defined by Stake (p. 2), with evidence
coming from those who participate in the form of engagement activities and
conversational themes conducted during the college recruitment or search process
respectively.
The case studied here is the role of social media in higher education recruitment,
specifically related to the search phase of a student’s college choice process. This study
takes a pragmatic approach, which is why a qualitative case study is appropriate for this
examination—to take what we as higher education social media expert professionals
know about how social media works and does not work in the realm of collegiate
recruitment, and try express why we believe it is an essential part of the recruitment
outreach process. Stake (1995) cited people and programs as the two primary “cases of
interest in education,” (p. 1). There is a need for general understanding about how social
media engagement impacts a student’s decision to enroll. The examination of individual
accounts at five different institutions within the larger scope of the overall case study
helps to find trends, consistencies in how practitioners and students use social media
during the college search process and the role that engagement plays. This case study
seeks to support the notion that social media engagement between institutional personnel
and prospective students is an essential outreach method, without which institutions
would miss opportunities to connect with students on deeper, more personal levels. The
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use of semi-structured interviews allowed for each participant to receive the same general
questions, but follow-up questions and requests for elaboration presented in a friendly,
congenial, conversational way, helped participants to feel comfortable to share their true
feelings and passions about their engagement activities.
This case study references multiple types of data including interviews with
institutional professionals, interviews with students, the researcher’s own expertise as a
higher education web professional, and data obtained by observing conversation themes
among students and institutional staff within social media communities including
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, blogs and custom private communities called the “Schools
App.” Institutional admissions websites are also referenced as an entry point for students
into social media communities. In all, five administrators were interviewed, 12 students
were interviewed, 100 students and hundreds of conversations were observed in social
media communities. This study examined data from 10 websites, 12 Facebook pages, 10
Twitter accounts, eight Instagram accounts, four Schools Apps, and three blogs.
Research Questions
The central question of this study is: “Does engagement with university personnel
via social networks during the college search process form stronger student-institution
affinities and encourage enrollment?” Some additional questions are appropriate when
examining the topic of social media engagement in higher education from a qualitative
standpoint. For example, do students feel as though they are connecting on a more
personal level with institutions through the ability to reach personnel with questions in
real time? Are students who are more engaged with other students in social communities
during the search process more likely to enroll? Finally, are institutions doing all they can
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to reach students via social media during the search phase of the enrollment process?
While these questions are central to the study, they represent just the beginning of the
qualitative research process.
Research Design
This case study made use of both interviews and observation to obtain data. A set
of questions (Appendix A) was developed to obtain basic information from participants,
as well as deeper information about outreach strategies, institutional support, and student
response to institutional outreach efforts. Answer to questions seemingly simple in
nature such as, “To what office or division does your position report?” may say much
about what might be expected of the administrator. Admissions professionals are trained
in higher education recruitment and might perhaps even be alumni of the institutions
where they work. They are familiar with academic offerings, financial aid and
scholarship availability, and regularly spend time explaining the ins and outs of the
institution and the enrollment process. Marketing professionals have a more broad set of
responsibilities and might simply serve as a conduit between prospective students and
admissions or student service offices. These individuals might not spend as much time in
deep personal conversation with students about their goals and concerns coming into their
college experience. Depending upon how the institution outreach methods are executed,
students could have very different experiences based upon the type of personnel they
encounter with during their search process. Developing an understanding of the
professional foundation and philosophies of the personnel participating in the study
creates a snapshot of what engagement via social media might be like for a prospective
student interested in their institution.
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Asking institutional personnel about their success rates relative to student
engagement and enrollment growth might yield results that cannot be verified as accurate
when measured against actual enrollment data. It is extraordinarily difficult to “prove”
the effectiveness of social media outreach by the numbers, another reason that qualitative
research is appropriate for this study. Survey data already exist that indicate that students
engage (Ruffalo Noel-Levitz E-expectaions, 2015; Social Admissions Report, 2015).
Understanding the types of conversations that might have made the difference between
student’s expression of interest, application, and enrollment may more clearly reveal the
true value of social media engagement in recruitment. Who better to share those
perceptions than those individuals on the front line of communication with students?
In addition to interview data, participant observation methods were used. By
examining social media presences hosted by the participating institutions, a better picture
of forward-facing outreach methods could be obtained. Observing Facebook and Twitter
pages, Instagram feeds, and private social networking communities hosted by the
institutions unveiled common questions, conversational themes and outreach trends.
Setting
Interviews were conducted with participants primarily via telephone. Some
interviews were conducted via Adobe Connect video conference. One student focus
group was conducted via Adobe Connect video conference. Student conversational
observations were conducted inside institutional social media communities with
permission from the administrator participants.
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Participants
In all, five administrators were interviewed, 12 students were interviewed,
approximately 100 students and hundreds of conversations were observed in social media
communities. This study examined data from 10 websites, 12 Facebook pages, 10
Twitter accounts, eight Instagram accounts, four Schools Apps, and three blogs.
Procedures
In qualitative research, the researcher is the research instrument, therefore the
primary research procedure used were interview questions themselves, which were semistructured and open-ended. Telephone calls were recorded using a handheld voice
recorder and Quicktime on the researcher’s laptop. Adobe Connect video conferences
were recorded within the software. All interviews, both telephone and video, were
transcribed by hand by the researcher with the aid of the Wreally Transcribe web-based
software and were coded using NVivo software. Social media community student
conversational data was coded by hand based on conversation theme.
Data Sources
When I started this study I had a plan in mind to start with a “getting to know
you” type of telephone conversation. My plan was for these conversations to be brief. I
wanted to learn demographic information and background during these calls and also to
share my back-story with the participants as well. I found the phone calls to be
enjoyable, enlightening and intensely collaborative – and most lasted well over the 30
minutes to an hour I had allotted. My plan then extended into a video interview,
facilitated using Adobe Connect live video chat software were I would record a fact-toface meeting with the administrator to continue the conversation we began just days
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before on the phone. The video calls were a bit inconvenient for both the participants,
and for me, but they did enable us to see each other and to break down a barrier. Bear in
mind that social media administrators are typically never seen, nor heard. We are read.
Disappearing behind a keyboard or a screen and remaining faceless is typically a comfort
zone for us. Breaking down that comfort zone might have been socially awkward at
times, but in the end, I believe it helped to get further to the bottom of who the
participants were and topics about which they were passionate.
My final plan for data collection involved a video focus group or video interviews
with student(s) from the participating institutions. This proved to be an enormous barrier
to participation among those I requested to participate. Administrators either did not
want to pull students together; did not have time to pull students together, or the students
were non-responsive. The one video focus group that conducted early in this study was
awkward, had audio issues, and the students had to be probed for information. They
seemed bored and not interested in responding to questions about their social media
experience as high school seniors, which for some of them was five years prior. Thus, I
opted to eliminate the student interview portion of the data collection after the initial
focus group. This represents another reason that qualitative research is appropriate for
this study, because it enabled me to make decisions based on successful or unsuccessful
experiences in the research process. In the end, I opted to only require a telephone
interview of my subjects. I found the phone interviews to be more open, honest, and
forthright with information, and I believe the participants were then more willing to take
follow-up phone calls and emails for additional information needed later as clarification.
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I have been gathering data related to this study for years through my professional
capacity as a higher education social media administrator. I have observed the
phenomenon of student use of social media and how it has grown and morphed over the
years. I was interested to discover if other administrators were experiencing similar
developments. Formally taking a look at how the use of social media has shaped the way
we recruit students over the past several years and where we think it will take us in the
future seemed like a natural progression. Through daily observations of student
interaction on social media platforms hosted by my own institution and regular research
about trends and developments in higher education web communication, I have amassed
an internal knowledge base that has enabled me to forge into this study with a solid
foundation.
Data Collection
According to Stake (1995), “There is no particular moment when data gathering
begins. It begins before there is a commitment to do the study” (p. 49)..Referencing the
“case” of social media, its use throughout the higher education recruitment process, and
its use by students during the search phase of their college choice process, I was able to
form research questions to guide the data collection process. How effective are various
outreach efforts? How are students responding? Does social media bridge the gap during
the yield period, helping students to stay connected to the institution? Do students who
engage with institutional personnel during their search process have a higher affinity for
the institution and therefore have a higher likelihood of enrolling? My interview
questions for higher education social media administrators were designed to begin a
discussion about how we communicate with students and what does that engagement
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mean to them? I knew I wanted to interview others like me. I knew that my own level of
enthusiasm, passion, and dedication to the job had to be mirrored out there somewhere.
As commonplace as the use of social media in recruitment has become over the last
several years, I felt confident that I could use the network of industry peers I have built
over the years and my own social media savvy to find a set of study participants who
would share their experiences and offer me a glimpse into their processes.
I initially pooled my resources to find participants for this study. I called friends
in the industry, reached out via Facebook messages, and posted open calls for participants
on industry message boards including proprietary communities hosted by higher
education software providers, such as the OmniUpdate User’s Network, the Uversity
User’s Community on Facebook, and the Higher Education Web Professionals
Community on LinkedIn. A public call was posted on a higheredexperts.com weekly
newsletter, and I posted several open calls on my own personal @coriemartin Twitter
account requesting participants specifically from the east and west coasts of the United
States. I also sought out participants from my own institution’s benchmark institutions,
as these universities are similar in enrollment size and make up to my own institution. A
goal was to find at least five institutions, preferably all four-year public; one from each
region of the United States. In the end, I came close to this goal through my recruitment
of a variety of institutions: One large four-year public research institution in the
Southwest; a Midwestern mid-sized four-year public comprehensive; a large four-year
public research institution in the western United States; a small, west coast four-year
private institution; and my own institution, a mid-sized four-year public comprehensive
in the upper Southeastern region of the United States.
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Role of Researcher
My own experience and expertise is among those profiled in this study. Having
spent seven years as a higher education social media administrator both for my own
institution’s office of undergraduate admissions and for institutional marketing inspired
me to complete this study because I have witnessed the rapid growth of social media as a
communication method among college students in my own personal and professional
experience. I have worked closely with admissions and other institutional personnel to
develop outreach strategies aimed at student recruitment, yield, enrollment, and retention.
It is my belief that using social media as a communication supplement has enabled us to
enhance our level of engagement with students and therefore achieve a more productive
recruitment environment that is more transparent and more student friendly. The use of
social media has enabled us to communicate with students, often in real time, to answer
questions, provide information, generate excitement, and more. Through the
interviewing process of this study, I was able to personally serve as the research
instrument, drawing on my experience and expertise when seeking themes in both
administrator outreach methods and in student communication patterns. I was able to
share similar experiences and trade “war stories.” I was able to learn not just about
administrator and student experiences, but also from their experiences. While I will share
my own account, I can also relate mine to the four others across the United States—my
new comrades—each of whom have stories of pride and disappointment, frustration and
joy, all related to connecting with students virtually, and in deeply personal ways.
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Research Participants: Institutions
Institution I1
Institution I is a large public research institution with more than 80,000 students
across four campuses and online. Through a referral, I was able to connect with Molly2,
a member of Institution I’s admissions leadership team, and a group of her students.
Molly had been employed with Institution I for many years at the point of our interview
and had filled the role of social media administrator for three of those years. Molly and I
spent some time emailing back and forth and ultimately scheduled time for our initial
telephone call. What was to be a 30-minute call ended up lasting nearly two hours and
the conversation was audio recorded. Molly and I hit it off immediately. We were able
to relate to one another’s experiences using some of the same media and software
systems for student outreach. Our initial conversation was a great one, and I was excited
that my first study participant shared similar enthusiasm for her professional position in
higher education as I did my own. We followed up our phone call a few days later with a
face-to-face video call using Adobe Connect that was also recorded. This conversation
was also a good one and once we got past the initial awkwardness that is meeting
someone in person for the first time, our conversation flowed naturally. I observed that
Molly’s office space was filled with Institution I memorabilia, much like my own office
is peppered with swag. Molly herself was a two-time alumna of her institution, which we
both agreed makes recruiting so much easier when you can draw from your personal
experience.

1
2

Institution names have been concealed.
Administrator and student names have been concealed.
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Molly connected me with a group of her Admissions student workers from her
evening telecounseling unit for a video focus group that we held a week after our one-onone video conversation. I offered Molly the opportunity to help me refine the questions
for the students so that she could possibly learn from their responses. She was present
off-camera during the focus group. As she already had a rapport with her student
workers, and a rapport with me as a fellow colleague in higher education, she easily
connected us together for our conversation. Some of the students were hesitant to speak.
Some had just graduated in May of 2015 and had a hard time relating to my questions
about the use of social media when they were initially searching for colleges. It should
be noted that I requested that each of my participants help me to find freshmen or
sophomore undergraduate students for the focus groups, but as the timing of my research
was during the summer months when students were not typically present on campus, this
proved to be difficult, so I was content to go with whatever students were available, as
was the case with the Institution I student group. A few of the students interviewed were
happy to share their experiences, while others looked bored—looking at their watches,
slouching in their seats and yawning during the session. I had a difficult time hearing
them because all of them were crowded into the same space all using the same webcam
and audio connection, which was frustrating at times during which I had to ask them to
repeat themselves. There were some useful and informative answers though and after our
conversation was over I reached out to Molly to ask her if any of their answers surprised
her? She said she did feel enlightened on a couple of points and wanted to learn more
from me about how I was using certain media to reach out to high school juniors, which
was a topic that arose while speaking to the students. Since our formal interviews, Molly
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and I have developed a friendship and we have spoken via phone and email several times.
In all, I spent about six hours corresponding with Institution I through all contact sources,
and additional time examining and observing their social media presences.
Social Media Data Sources at Institution I
Institution I’s official admissions social media presences use the image of their
school mascot as an identifying source for prospective and admitted students. They host
presences on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and on the Web. They also host a private
custom social network called a “Schools App,” which they have also named after their
school mascot. The Schools App is accessible via Facebook invitation and mobile
application. The Institution I admissions Facebook presence offers a lot of useful
information to prospective students including interesting facts about academic programs,
features that document what it is like to be a freshman, videos, posts about student and
family outreach services and administrator-student engagement. Through a look at the
Institution I admissions Facebook page, it is clear that Institution I dedicates time to
celebrating the things that make Institution I special that might entice a student to visit
campus, apply, or enroll. The Institution I admissions Twitter account posts much of the
same type of content, a few times per day, reaching out to multiple different student
types. Highlights include academic program profiles, video links, information about how
to attend tours and preview days, and engagement with students. At the time of
examination, the Institution I account on Instagram had a daily countdown to how many
days until move-in day for the Class of 2019. It also included posts showing advice for
new students and highlights from activities from move-in week. One of the most notable
things about all of these presences is that combined they have less than 9,000 followers,
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each network having between 2,300 and 2,500 followers. The information they are
sharing is timely, relevant, and well produced, but is not seen by many. Institution I has
an applicant pool of nearly 100,000 students per year and they admit new classes of more
than 10,000 freshmen each year. To the uneducated observer, it appears as though the
Institution I admissions presences are not connecting with the public; however, Institution
I has a secret weapon that is employed by many institutions today to reach students in
ways they otherwise could not. Probably the most useful observational tool to view
institution to student engagement successes at Institution I is their closed social
community, or their Schools App – a social network that is not open for outside
observation. The Schools App is a private, custom social network that is built by a
company called TargetX and personally monitored and maintained by Molly and a small
staff. In this social community, students are invited to join after they have been admitted
and they are given a forum to ask questions, make friends, and learn more about
Institution I. I was fortunate enough to gain access into the Schools App community to
take a look at how students were engaging with each other and with Institution I staff. I
will refer to my observations frequently throughout the remainder of this study.
Institution II
Institution II is a satellite campus of a larger state university located in a suburban
area. It is a public comprehensive university with an enrollment of about 14,000 students,
located in the Midwest United States. A former colleague now employed at at Institution
II responded to my public call on Twitter and connected me with Rachel, an institutional
marketing specialist. In 2014 I had interviewed an Institution II admissions counselor for
a previous study for a course I had completed for my doctoral studies. Initially, I reached

54

out to this same admissions counselor for this study, but he was not available. I will
reference my previous interview with him in combination with the information obtained
from Rachel for this study. Rachel’s experience using social media for student outreach
is much like my own. She is not employed by the office of admissions, but does view
student outreach as an integral part of her job – if not as the most important aspect of her
position at Institution II. Rachel’s role at Institution II had recently expanded just prior to
the time I interviewed her, so she did not have a long history of social media engagement
with prospective students, though she had enough experience to be able to relate for this
study. Rachel and I corresponded via email prior to our recorded telephone interview.
Our phone interview was decidedly shorter in duration than the one I had conducted with
Institution I because of Rachel’s more limited experience in her position at that time.
While she might not have held that aspect of her position for long, Rachel showed a real
passion, enthusiasm, and understanding for social media as an outreach method for
incoming and current students.
Our Adobe Connect video interview was also shorter in duration – mainly
because Rachel is not admissions personnel, so we focused more on institutional outreach
and some anecdotal evidence of her experiences connecting with students via social
media. I had conducted telephone and email interviews with her Institution II admissions
colleague, Eddie for a previous course, and recall his enthusiasm for the use of Twitter in
particular for prospective student outreach (personal communication, July 29, 2014).
Between the two interviews, I was able to get a great snapshot of what life is like for
social media administrators on the ground at Institution II. Rachel made a great effort at
connecting me with students for interviews, but I was never able to actually reach most of
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the students, as some were studying abroad for the summer, were unavailable, or they
simply did not respond to my requests for interviews. It was through this experience that
I began to see that reaching students for this study was going to be more difficult than I
anticipated, and I began to imagine ways I could refine my study and reshape my focus to
look at only administrator data and social community observations.
Social Media Data Sources at Institution II
Institution II admissions presences on social media include Facebook, admissions
and individual admissions counselor accounts on Twitter, and institutional presences on
Instagram, Facebook and Twitter as supplements. The Facebook and Twitter accounts
are used to share information, post videos of student testimonials, and photos of events on
campus. There is little, if any direct student engagement on the admissions Facebook
page, but the institutional Facebook page has engagement with students, parents and
alumni. Combined, the admissions accounts have around 3,200 followers. While
Institution II does not use a private custom community, they do have a closed Class of
2019 group on Facebook that has more than 1,100 followers. I was able to join this
group to observe conversations and engagement themes among students and
administrators in the group.
The Institution II admissions Twitter account had more activity with frequent
posts of photos and information for incoming students, but still little engagement. The
Institution II institutional Twitter account is much the same, many posts with low
engagement. Institution II has an institutional Instagram account that seems to be the
most popular with students (outside of the Class of 2019 Facebook group). There are
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varying posts, lots of likes, but few comments. It should be noted that “likes” are a form
of engagement on social media.
Institution III
Institution III is a four-year private university located in the heart of a major west
coast city. They have an enrollment of just under 10,000 students. While the original
scope of my study was intended to look only at four-year public institutions, and while
every other institution I interviewed was in fact a four-year public, I was interested in
learning more about resource allocation and how social media outreach might be different
coming from a smaller institution. James, a staff member in Institution III’s office of
enrollment management was referred to me through a mutual colleague who connected us
via one of my public calls for participants on Twitter. We corresponded through Twitter
direct message initially, and then I was finally able to obtain James’s direct contact
information. For several weeks, James did not respond to my requests for an interview.
It was only after I dropped the student portion of the study that he became willing to talk
to me. It turns out that the implied requirement of video interviews and student focus
groups was a major turnoff for busy administrators. Other institutions I reached out to for
interview requests also had expressed lack of time to participate in a research study of
this scope.
Social Media Data Sources at Institution III
The Institution III admissions website lists a blog, Instagram, and Twitter among
the ways that prospective students can learn more about Institution III. The Instagram
account is full of beautiful images of campus and student activity, but little engagement,
and less than 400 followers. The institutional Instagram account has more than 5,600

57

followers and much more engagement. The admissions account on Twitter has photos
and posts of what campus life is like at Institution III and shows the history of the
campus, and activities supporting creativity and the community. It has just under 600
followers. The institutional account has 8,100 followers, but little to no two-way
engagement. There appear to be plenty of ways that students can learn more, but much
like Institution I, to the naked eye, it appears as though Institution III does not give
prospective students the opportunity to ask questions or engage. Institution III’s
admissions office does not have a Facebook presence, but the institution does. There are
lots of comments, but no responses from the institution, which brings the question – are
they missing valuable opportunities to engage via traditional social media?
Institution III’s answer to a prospective student Q&A panel is an “Ask Us,”
Tumblr blog site with an option for prospective students to post questions and get
answers from a team of Institution III students. The forum has everything from general to
specific questions, and each is categorized so that students can follow other conversation
threads. An interesting item of note here though is that there is not a way to capture data
about the person posting the question, and the person answering the question is not
identified by name or profile photo, so not only does it take a lot of the personalization
out of social media engagement, but there appears to be no way to log and follow up with
prospective students. I will explore this community further throughout the remainder of
this study.
Institution IV
Institution IV is a four-year public research institution in the Western United
States with more than 40,000 students, across three campuses. I was connected with
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Greg, a member of Institution IV admissions leadership team by a mutual colleague.
After a many emails and a missed initial meeting, I finally connected with Greg for a
telephone interview that lasted just over an hour. I learned that Greg and I had much in
common with regard to our social media and student outreach philosophies.
Social Media Data Sources at Institution IV
The Institution IV admissions website prominently displays a link where
prospective students can learn about ways to connect with Institution IV. While their
social media links are not initially prominently displayed, Greg explained to me during
our interview that they had recently redesigned their website with hopes to establish a
social feel to each page, asking prospective students to first complete information request
forms to connect with admissions counselors (personal communication, September 21,
2015). Links to social media presences are listed below counselor contact information,
placing social media as a lesser priority in the connection process. It should be
mentioned though that where they are listed, the links are large, mobile friendly and are
clear to see.
Institution IV admissions has presences on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and
Google+, a venue where they frequently host live video chats with campus personnel and
current students. Institution IV, like Institution I and III, also has a Schools App private
social community for prospective students, which sees much of the engagement that is
otherwise limited in other presences. I had the opportunity to observe Schools App
communities at all three institutions for purposes of this study and will elaborate on those
observations later in the study.
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Institution V
Institution IV, my own institution, is a southeastern four-year public
comprehensive institution with just under 21,000 students enrolled across four campus
locations and online. I began my career with Institution V in the office of undergraduate
Admissions in 2008 as the first ever Communications Coordinator tasked with using
online resources to recruit first-time, full-time freshmen and transfer students, a new
concept in higher education at that time. In 2009, I began to make use of “Class of”
groups on Facebook, student video blogs on YouTube, and I created the admissions
account on Twitter—all as ways to reach out to incoming prospective and enrolled
students. In late 2010, I was promoted to institutional Public Affairs where I assumed the
responsibility for content management of the Institution IV website and all institutional
social media presences. Because of my “ownership” of the “Class of” groups and pages
on Facebook, and the fact that we did not fill my vacated position in admissions for
nearly two years after my departure, I moved the responsibility of the “Class of”
presences to Public Affairs with me when I assumed my new position. During the early
years of my role in Public Affairs, I forged a partnership with the office of enrollment
management to initiate and launch the Institution V Schools App, our private custom
social network created in 2011. Today my office facilitates the institutional Twitter
presence, “Class of” Twitter and Facebook official presences, as well as the Schools App
private community. I will draw from my own personal experiences engaging with
students and working with admissions and enrollment management personnel over the
years for this research study.
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Social Media Sources at Institution V
Institution V has a variety of social media resources for prospective students. The
office of admissions has presences on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram with small
followings, as all these accounts are in their infancy. Institution V hosts “Class of” pages
on Facebook including the recent “Class of 2019” page that has very few followers. The
institutional Facebook presence has more than 60,000 followers and regularly posts
content relevant to prospective students. Administrators engage regularly on the
Facebook page. The Twitter presences engage students regularly as well through posting
content, answering student questions and hosting monthly Twitter chats. Institution V
also has a private, custom social network, the Schools App, where prospective and
admitted students convene daily to ask questions, make new friends, find roommates, and
more. Institution V also has presences on Instagram, YouTube, SnapChat and Tumblr.
For purposes of this study, I will look at Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and the Schools
App.
Data Analysis
In order to accurately interpret the data obtained through interviews and
observations, detailed coding was necessary to determine themes and patterns in
communication both from the institutional personnel and the students. It should be noted
that prospective student communication follows an enrollment cycle calendar that
coincides with the academic calendar. During the fall of students’ senior year of high
school, they begin researching colleges by requesting information, attending open house
events, researching online, and connecting with admissions counselors. Around the end
of the calendar year, students interested in obtaining scholarships have already begun to
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apply for admission and scholarships at institutions of interest. By the spring, students
are notified of admission, as well as scholarship and financial aid awards, which makes
this the crucial period where final decisions are made. Most high school students have
made their final decisions where they will attend college by spring of their senior year of
high school. The ones who remain undecided often received admission into multiple
institutions and remain undecided until they begin to attend orientation sessions at those
institutions. For this study, I will focus on the activities of the Class of 2019, or the
students who very began college classes in the fall of 2015.
Common Themes: Social Media Administrators
Throughout my interview process with the social media administrators, I determined
through observation and through use of NVivo software that several themes existed:
1. Collaboration – many HESM administrators are understaffed, so they rely on
departments across their campus networks for expertise and help in outreach
efforts pertaining to their respective areas.
2. Customer Service – all HESM administrators I spoke have a dedication to
providing customer service to students both during their enrollment process and
beyond.
3. Personal Ownership – the HESM administrators interviewed all showed a
willingness to go above and beyond to assist students, answering questions at all
hours, and personally helping students obtain assistance on campus.
4. Innovation – HESM administrators have a commitment to using social media
tools in new and exciting ways, to entice students to engage through use of
various platforms and methods.
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Common Themes: Social Media Platforms
1. General posting of information – HESM administrators are using all platforms to
disseminate information primarily
2. Limited two-way communication on traditional platforms
3. Using images and video content to generate excitement
4. Using alternate platforms for direct engagement in a more private forum – in the
form of custom social networks (4), closed Facebook groups (1).
Common Themes: Students
1. Using social media as a way to learn “the truth” about an institution
2. Using private networks to make friends (find roommates) before attending college
3. Using private networks as a way to ask questions about specific things
4. Only engaging with institutions they have decided to attend – not typically before
I will use these themes to further explore the effectiveness of social media as a
recruitment tool during the college search process, bearing in mind those two variables –
recruitment and student college search specifically, rather than focusing on the big
picture.
Verification
One item that I have had to bear in mind is my own personal bias as a higher
education social media professional relative to this study. I am passionate about the use
of social media in higher education, which is the reason I opted to complete this study.
Stake (1995) identified the role of the qualitative researcher as teacher, advocate,
evaluator, biographer and interpreter. Qualitative case study research views the
researcher, particularly a participant researcher as the research instrument, and the data or
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results found rely on the expertise of all the participants, including the researcher in this
case. One of the ways to insure validity of my data gathering/findings was to speak to
higher education social media administrators at different types of institutions located in
different areas of the country. It is possible that I might have found different results if I
had examined institutions in the Commonwealth of Kentucky only, or institutions located
only in the Southeast region of the United States. As it was, I intentionally chose five
institutions in different areas in effort to widen the perceptions and experiences. The
largest institution I interviewed had more than 80,000 enrollment, while the smallest had
less than 10,000. Resources varied at each institution, yet many were using similar
tactics, some more aggressively than others. I believe what I found was an accurate
snapshot of the state of higher education’s use of social media for prospective student
outreach. I identified some areas where we all can improve and grow to better meet the
needs of our students and to maximize the resources that we each have at hand.
Ethical Considerations
Because this study fits well within my professional expertise as a higher education
social media administrator, the questions formulated for the study were guided by
experience and knowledge of the field. Considering where we have come from, where
we are today, and the direction the industry is heading, I was able to objectively analyze
the data to present a case for the state of higher education social media and future
recommendations for how to help our arm of the industry move forward. I made it a
point to consider the personal experiences of my participants and not to allow my own
opinions to overshadow their experiences and feelings during the course of conversation.
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Limitations
As mentioned previously, a limitation of this study was the timing of the research
itself, which did not lend itself to active student participation. My original plan was to
interview students from each participating institution to ask them questions about their
personal experiences using social media during their college search processes. Because
my research took place during the summer months, reaching students was difficult. I also
learned that institutions were less willing to participate in my study if they were required
to assist in rounding up students for focus groups. As a result, this piece of my study was
abandoned in favor of silent observation of student conversational themes within
institutional social communities, primarily Facebook groups and Schools App
communities. In the end, this netted better results, because I was able to view unfiltered
student conversations.
Summary and Plan for Narrative
I will present my findings in Chapter IV in order by theme based on my coding
discoveries (listed above) and additional observed evidence. I will share stories from my
participants, and some of my own experiences relative to the way I believe social media
has revolutionized the way we communicate with students today. I will look at what
works and what doesn’t work both from the perspective of those doing the recruiting and
those doing the searching. I will present a story in reference to my observations,
participant anecdotes, researched trends, and Hossler & Gallagher’s search phase of the
college choice process. As qualitative research draws heavily upon the personal
experiences, observations, feelings and expertise of the participants, I plan to present to
the reader a picture of social media use in higher education – why we as administrators
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use it the way we do, and how social media serves as a conduit between students and the
institution.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH FINDINGS
The purpose of this research study was to explore the ways that higher education
administrators used social media as part of their recruitment strategies for first time, full
time incoming freshmen. This study also examined student conversation patterns within
institutionally sponsored social media communities to highlight common conversational
patterns and themes during the typical search period (or second phase) of the college
choice process, as identified by Hossler and Gallagher’s (1985) Three Stage Theory of
Student College Choice. In all, five higher education professionals (including the
researcher) offered their expertise to this study. Through conversational interviews the
researcher conducted via telephone and video chat, various themes were identified across
conversations relative to the central research questions: Are students who are more
engaged with other students in social communities during the search process more likely
to enroll; and, are institutions doing all they can to reach students during the search phase
of the enrollment process?
During the interviews, 55 different categories, or “nodes” were discovered. Some
categories overlapped in theme, so they were condensed into broader themes, while still
maintaining the integrity of the original conversational tone and theme. In all, six
different interviews were referenced. Institution I had two interviews – one via telephone
and one via video chat. Institution II had two interviews, one via telephone and one via
video chat. Institutions III and IV each had one telephone interview, and Institution V,
the researcher’s own institution, was represented through conversations held with the
other four participants during their respective interviews. During the coding process, 999
separate references were made in the 55 originally defined categories by the five study
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participants. NVivo software was used during the formal coding process to identify
categories (or “nodes”) and to separate references into broader themes. Six overarching
themes were identified that were regularly and thematically referred to by each
participant throughout the study. Table 1 displays each theme and the number of
references associated during the researcher/participant interviews, from greatest to least.
Table 1
Central Themes and References
Theme

References

Administrator Characteristics

295

Social Media Uses

267

Tools In Use

225

Student Use of Social Media

211

Administrator Challenges

111

Strategy

112

Throughout the remainder of this chapter, each theme will be discussed in detail,
referencing administrator experiences and expertise relative to the research topic.
In addition to the six interviews with higher education personnel, five different
institutionally sponsored and moderated social media communities were silently and
anonymously observed by the researcher. These active communities, all of which were
private, invitation only communities, were in current use by students and administrators
of each participating institution. In all, more than 1,800 engagements were observed
between administrators and 56 different students. These engagements covered a range of
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197 distinct topics of conversation, including 141 specific direct questions posed by
students within the groups, and 140 direct engagements between institutional staff and
students, as referenced in Table 2.
Table 2
Student Observation Breakdown by Institution
Institution

Inst. Type
Region
Enrollment
Number of Students
Engagements
Number of Topics
Questions
Staff Engagements

I

II

III

IV

V

Public
SW
80000
10
553
54
7
18

Public
MW
14000
10
227
19
6
11

Private
WC
10000
15
195
35
25
19

Public
W
31000
11
297
46
8
6

Public
SE
21000
10
533
43
95
86

Totals

56
1805
197
141
140

The themes observed throughout student conversations within social communities
will serve to further illustrate the findings within the themes discovered during the
administrator conversations. Originally, I had hoped to align administrator goals and
strategies with student feedback about how they used institutional social media
communities. What I discovered through observation of conversation themes within the
communities was much richer data that actually highlighted the central themes from the
administrators—that the students are using the social communities for the primary
reasons that administrators are putting them out there—to connect with each other.
Through an outline of each theme, I will explain in greater detail.
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Administrator Theme I: Administrator Characteristics
From the researcher standpoint, I found it particularly compelling that the theme
that emerged as the one with the most references, was one that offers a detailed
description of what it is like to be a higher education social media administrator.
Through this theme, I discovered characteristics that set these individuals apart from
other higher education personnel. Characteristics such as collaboration, commitment to
customer service, belief in the power of engagement via social media, innovation and
creativity, and willingness to go above and beyond to meet the needs of students are just
a few of the common and admirable characteristics that make up the HESM professional.
I know from my own experience, that being a HESM professional is one of the most
solitary and often lonely positions in higher education. Social media does not stop, so
neither do we. Our jobs are constant – 24 hours per day, 7 days per week, 365 days per
year. Students have questions at all hours, any time, coming in from multiple
communication sources. Often times, HESM professionals do not just operate in the
realm of social media. We also manage Client Relations Management (CRM) software
platforms, email communications platforms, websites, events, and other special projects
like traditional print media or video projects. As indicated through the research, most of
us work alone, or on very small teams, the largest team among us housing just two fulltime people and a few student workers.
Collaboration
Higher education social media administrators are collaborators, most likely out of
necessity, due to lack of resources, and high expectations for real-time service from
students. Among the participants in this study, three were employees of their respective
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institution’s Admissions or Enrollment Management offices, and two were employees of
institutional Marketing and Communications offices. All participants placed a high value
on cross-departmental and cross-campus collaborative efforts between Admissions,
Marketing and other offices that provide student services such as Housing and Student
Affairs. Much of the time, the HESM Professional is expected to provide a quick and
real-time answer to any number of questions that might arise from a student. I often refer
to my own role on my own campus as being a, “one-woman directory assistance,”
because sometimes people across campus call me to ask who to call to find answers to
their own questions.
I know a ton of people across campus, so all of that has been really beneficial, so
it's not like, ‘who might know the answer?’ - it's been kind of a seamless
transition for me…But we do have a select group of people throughout campus
who are active on social, so if a student has a question about housing, I can send a
student to that person for help. Thankfully I don't have to know
everything. There are people in those key areas across campus. The ones that
have a lot of questions, housing, advising, tutoring, learning support services, in
addition to campus rec, ‘What are the hours? Why isn't the sauna working?’ I
don't know why the sauna isn't working, but maybe Ted does…. Those key
offices are important, especially when you are a party of one. It is extraordinarily
hard to do all of this by yourself without relying on your campus network.
–

Rachel (Institution II).

Many times collaboration comes about because the department that the HESM
professional works for does not have the human or financial resources to execute certain
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projects or aspects of projects. For example, my own institution is highly collaborative.
In the past I have collaborated with Enrollment Management and Admissions to share
budget allocations, for larger projects. I have also worked with various departments
across campus through my role as the manager of our institutional social media accounts.
I have the audiences and the reach that they need in order to spread the word about their
events or programs. In return, they jump in and contribute to our custom private social
network to answer student questions pertinent to their respective areas, so it is a win-win
for everyone, and in the end, the students are the beneficiaries. Because we are often
jacks-of-all-trades, it is impossible for us to do everything and be everywhere all the time.
Greg, from Institution IV and I discussed the importance of collaboration across campus
for various projects:
Whenever we come up on a deadline for events, we ask [central marketing] to
pitch in. We frequently share each other's messages all the time, so there's a lot of
collaboration. Actually, across campus there's a lot of collaboration. We have a
social media committee that has all the colleges, a lot of different departments are
represented on that committee, and we get together every couple of weeks and
talk about what's going on to make sure that we're all helping each other promote
the right messages at the right time. – Greg (Institution IV)
I am a lot like you too though, I was a party of one until a year ago, so I really
rely on the campus network to help me reach out to students. I have 50 different
administrators from departments across campus who jump in to answer questions,
all set up on keyword alerts, so if somebody says ‘Parking,’ someone jumps in to
answer their question, transfer admissions, international admissions, you name it,
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and I’m fortunate like you that we have a very collaborative campus and we all
have the same goal. People are really excited that this tool [The Schools App
social community] is here and our admin is really supportive. – Corie (Institution
V).
One of our goals this year is to get more of our staff involved. We had some really
involved staff members from housing and orientation last year, but I want to make
sure that the colleges, or like you said, parking, everyone who has a stake, which
is basically…CM: Everybody… G: Exactly; everybody, has a voice in there and
they can make sure that accurate information is getting out there and then they can
sit back and watch the magic happen. – Greg (Institution IV).
All five participants noted that collaboration, both within their departments and
across their campuses made a difference in their ability to offer better service to students,
and to be more effective at their jobs. It is possible that HESM administrators are very
quietly setting the industry standard of what effective collaboration in higher education
should look like.
Customer Service
Many in higher education circles cringe if they hear colleges or universities
referred or compared to businesses in the private sector when referencing practices or
procedures. No matter which side of the “higher education is a business” issue one sides
with, there is no question that the student is our customer. There is no one more familiar
with our customer than the HESM administrator, who often finds herself on the very
front lines of direct communication from students, prospective, current, and otherwise.
Another characteristic that defines the HESM administrator is an often intense and
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passionate commitment to customer service. On my own campus, in my own office, we
have established a culture of “the buck stops here,” in that we refuse to allow any student,
most especially a prospective or admitted student to spiral around the enrollment funnel.
Rather, we strive to do whatever is necessary to answer students’ questions as quickly as
possible while avoiding passing the student around from office to office or person to
person to obtain the answer to their question. It is my belief that offering a high level of
customer service to a student enhances the enrollment experience, and therefore
encourages enrollment, and perhaps later, persistence. I recall hearing a story once
related by a classmate in one of my Master’s classes about her experience frequenting her
local Starbucks. I recall she said, “I could hear the smile in the person’s voice on the
other end of the drive through intercom.” She later mentioned that she didn’t mind
paying more than $4.00 for her morning latte because it meant she started her day with
someone being kind to her. That is my personal philosophy as a practitioner responsible
for social media outreach at my own institution. If I have it in my power to make the
daunting process of choosing a college easier for a student, then that is my personal
responsibility to give them the best experience I can give them, because that is what we
stand for at our institution. My study participants shared this philosophy.
I really hate passing the buck. If a student asks me a question in Schools App, I
am going to try my best to answer it. I've had to do that a lot this year with
Housing. I have trouble answering questions about their new processes. But
overall, I prefer to make the call to find the answer. I will say, ‘You know what,
let me look into that for you and I will find someone who knows what's going
on.’ I want to be the one-stop contact. I am an admissions counselor. I am here
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to make sure that until the day you walk into classes, you are taken care of, so
every question you have, forever, you come to me. I don't want to hear about you
talking to a department and getting the run around or not being responsive. Call
me, I know people, I will get you all the answers you need and if I didn't know the
answer, I would call the department, and then I would have the answer. So it's
kind of like, ‘You know what? It's a really good question, let me look that up for
you,’ and now I have the answer too. So the next person to ask, I immediately
have the right response. So I just think it's a really good level of customer
service. It's been seven years, so the knowledge just keeps building. People ask
me questions and I will have an answer and they will be like ‘How do you know
so much?’ Well, I didn't just read it yesterday. I've been answering that question
for five years now. – Molly (Institution I)
We've been putting those processes in place so that if a student just shouts out to
the Twittersphere ‘Why can't I meet with an advisor?’ that we reach out and say,
‘Where are you, do you have time at this time of day and we will meet you in the
advising office and get your situation handled?’ and they are like, ‘Wow, thank
you.’ So it's wonderful. I love that we can really help people and that we can
answer their questions immediately, so I think just doing more of that is just going
to strengthen everything else that we do and the campaigns that we run. – Rachel
(Institution II)
Often, HESM professionals use social media interaction to search for areas where
they can improve their processes. On my own campus, if we see that students have
mentioned any particular issue more than three times via any social media channel, we
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take the initiative to pick up the phone in effort to discover what the root of the problem
is, or to discover a way we might help alleviate it. Some times it is something as simple
as filling a pot hole in a parking lot that we might not have known about otherwise
because students might not know the proper channels to report damage to a parking lot.
We see those messages, and as Molly mentioned above, because we know who to call,
we can help solve those problems quickly, and we are always sure to let the students
know that we have acted upon their concerns, in a public forum, where others can see that
we are active and that we care about the things that concern our constituencies.
One interesting thing about the Schools App is that it really highlights the pain
points. We know what we need to work on… Things like that, you see people
asking lots of questions about a process that we know is not user
friendly. Roommates, deposits, you see pain points in the registration process,
then you sort of have a mix of people who have tried to do the process, read an
email or whatever, or are unclear… or you have people who see those questions
but have not acted yet. So it either highlights the pain points or it helps students
along in the process who might not have done anything yet. - James (Institution
III)
An interesting item of note regarding HESM administrators and customer service,
is that for many of us, these activities do not fall under our formal job descriptions. The
“above-and-beyond” mentality appears to be a trait that is inherent to those of us in these
positions. None of us were asked to do these things - to work late, all hours. We do them
because we are dedicated to the students and put their needs first.
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…we do have a lot of stakeholders that have different wants. We tell them, we
hear you, but we want to do what is best for the student. – Molly (Institution I)
Engagement
Higher education social media administrators through their expertise share a
belief in the power of engagement as executed through social media channels. Many use
social media outlets like Facebook, Twitter or Instagram to merely disseminate
information. Those of us using social media to recruit students know that the greatest
value of social media is the engagement that we enter into with our students. Social
media is “social” after all, and this implies a two-way conversation. Four of the five
participating institutions made use of a custom, private social network called a “Schools
App,” an invitation-only community that students may access via Facebook or their
mobile devices. The institution that did not make use of the Schools App used a
Facebook Group for the “Class of 2019” to engage students in much the same way as the
Schools App institutions. All participating institutions cited student social communities
as the best place to engage in two-way conversations with students.
This is the first year that I feel like people are posting their dating profiles. It's a
little weird. ‘Hi, I'm Erika, I live in the city, I like to run,’ and it's crazy. It's
taken fire. Everyone is doing it, so everyone who joins thinks they have to do it
too. They all write these messages, ‘I'm majoring in electrical engineering. Are
there any other engineering students?’ and they all start talking. It's wonderful. It's
really great to see. They're really great, we rarely get in there and say anything
because they are all answering their own questions, which is what we want them
to do. So they might not be talking directly to us, but we are able to see the types
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of things that they are saying. It seems to me that they are appreciative, or that
they are shocked when you do respond or try to help them, because that's just
common sense in this world - they are saying things out loud, but in the grand
scheme of things, we've never responded before [now]. – Rachel (Institution II)
This year I am hoping to be more active on the staff level. However, we kind of
let the community grow as it was kind of natural, and I'm glad that we weren't too
hands on, because the interaction in there was crazy. Way more than we thought
we would ever see, and it's really, really, great stuff - some really great
connections, so we are trying to balance that institutional approach of let's guide
the conversation with letting it go on its own… We really pride ourselves on
being available and being helpful and active within our prospective class, and so it
allows us to actually interact with them when we’re not technically in the office or
are on the road traveling. So it’s just having that kind of presence all the time.
You can’t accomplish that with traditional email or mailings or other traditional
ways that admissions communicates with students. - Greg (Institution IV)
Personal Ownership
Another characteristic shared by all of the study participants was a willingness to
go above and beyond for students. As mentioned previously, many of the participants
expressed distaste for shuffling students from point to point to resolve issues or to answer
questions. A few shared anecdotes of interactions with students and parents that they
believe made a difference in the student’s enrollment experience. Nearly all of the
participants also completed at least one degree at their respective institution, which they
noted helped them to relate to incoming students on a deeper level.
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I had a mom who messaged at 11 p.m. on Twitter and she was very frustrated. I
messaged her and asked her to email us. She had several issues, some of which
came from talking to the wrong people who don't have all the answers, so I was
able to email her back with solutions to many of her questions. I said, ‘Ok, here's
some good news, here's some ok news, and here's some news I'm waiting to hear
back on.’ She said, "Wow, you've helped me more in one hour than I've gotten in
one week in dealing with the Institution." So, that's really the kind of thing I love
about this - that if I can find someone who is only kind of interested in us, and
turn them into someone who is totally on board with Institution I. – Molly
(Institution I)
We had a student who was having an issue and was confused and so I reached out
to advising and we had a conversation with the student on Twitter. I called
advising and asked what the student needed and he answered my question and
offered to help her. She said, "You just saved me thousands of dollars." – Rachel
(Institution II)
I had fun trying to explain to my kids why I had to work all day Saturday. It's
commencement. We have four ceremonies. I have to cover all day. I worked
from home and I had it streaming, and my daughter keeps running in saying, ‘Is
this on again?’ I'm like, ‘Yes, sorry, we're on number two.’ – Corie (Institution
V)
Innovation
Two of the most exciting things that the participants shared in common were the
characteristics of creativity and innovation. The use of social media is still relatively new
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in higher education outreach and is a rather flexible way to communicate with students.
Traditional media like printed view books, email, billboards, and even websites to a
degree are rather singular in what they are able to do. They provide a snapshot of what
life is like at an institution from one particular angle. Social media, on the other hand,
displays a conversation between people. Students, parents, alumni, faculty and staff
openly share their feelings about the institution, about what their experiences were like
there, offering a unique first-hand perspective to prospective students that they never had
before outside of a physical college visit, which typically happens in a controlled
environment. Some social media communities also thrive under controlled
circumstances, as they are monitored, managed, and moderated by staff and students at
the institution, but those who are using the media responsibly stay out of the way, sharing
information when necessary, answering questions, and providing information as needed.
Where creativity and innovation comes in is that social media offers many
different ways to reach out to various types of students in new and meaningful ways.
Among the study participants are those using social media for live Twitter chats, live
video chats on Google +, live chats within the Schools App, using SnapChat to highlight
campus events and Periscope to live broadcast campus tours for international students
who otherwise could not attend a physical campus tour. From special “selfie” photo
submission contests and “Happy Birthday” messages to Instagram hashtag campaigns
and redesigned social websites, the five administrators have used their creativity to
innovate the future of higher education social media outreach.
There are many more characteristics that define the HESM professional. While
collaboration, customer service, engagement, ownership, and innovation make up the
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most frequently referenced traits, others such as professional expertise, enthusiasm and
support from institutional leadership are not far behind. In all, 295 references were made
to the characteristics that define the personal characteristics of the HESM professionals
that participated in this study.
Administrator Theme II: Social Media Uses
The second theme that emerged from the conversations with higher education
social media administrators was the central uses for social media outreach on their
campuses. Of the 267 references to the specific reasons that HESM administrators use
social media, customer service and engagement make up nearly 40%. The remainder
include using social media as a space to provide student-friendly content and a studentfriendly forum in which to engage and using social media communities as a place to
allow students to form personal connections, primarily with each other during the
recruitment process.
Personal Connections
All of the participants mentioned that they used social media as a way to
personally connect with students, as a way to offer assistance and to let students know
that they are available to answer questions when they need help.
Really we connect with students so often. We start calling them early and contact
them at every point in the funnel. ‘I'm your rep, and we still need some info from
you.’ Our comm flow is ridiculous. [Our institution] is so big, but students really
feel like they have a real personal connection with us. It's one of the reasons that
I chose [to go to school here], and it wasn't my first choice. I came on a
scholarship. I grew up in [the city] with the [largest university in the state]. I
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went [here] because it was cost effective. They really wanted me. They sent me
scholarships. They kept calling me. I hadn't heard a word from [The other
institution], and I was top 5% in my high school class. I didn't get any love from
them. But [Institution I] really wanted me, and that made me feel good. And I
went and of course I fell in love with it once I was here. I noticed it. When I was
looking for jobs and became an admissions counselor that really stuck out with
me. I want to provide that for other people so they know that we care. – Molly
(Institution I)
We get a lot of comments like, about simple thanks, really. ‘Thanks so much for
the nice comment,’ or ‘Thanks for answering my question,’ so it's nothing huge,
but I think it's the little things at this point and those people again have reached
out asking additional questions for something that is completely unrelated to the
first. We have opened that line of communication up where they know they can
ask. We know they don't like to pick up the phone. We did help one student that
was having an issue with advising where we physically met her on campus. So I
have gotten several emails of thanks. – Rachel (Institution II)
We held focus groups all last week with brand new students - and the feedback
we got was, ‘I felt like I was part of something before I got on campus. I was
showing it to my friend who didn't have access to [a Schools App] at their
intended school,’ and I really, really think it created a sense of community out of
what can feel really, really scary and daunting. You're moving away, you don't
know anybody, so yeah, I think it really helped. – Greg (Institution IV)
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Student-to-Student Connections
The participants also used social media as a place to allow students to connect
with one another, possibly the most important purpose of social media in higher
education, according to my observation of student conversational themes. Greg, one of
the administrators from one of the larger institutions, shared about engagement in their
Schools App:
I think the level of interaction within the Schools App did surprise me. It was
really incredible to watch the numbers and the involvement, and also the ability
for the students to - that community creation was great to watch. There would be
days where you would open up the App and all the sudden there would be baby
pictures from each person - they all shared a baby picture or they would all share
pictures of their pets. The trends within the app were really awesome to watch.
…And of course, just like all social media, the best stuff that happened in there
wasn't because we wanted it to happen. It was because the community just kind
of directed the conversation and they ended up talking about X, or whatever it
was. They really created a spot, and I think it is, you said, because it's a safe
place, I think it has a lot to do with that - they knew that all the students in there
were headed to [Institution IV] or were considering [Institution IV] and they
asked open and honest questions and gave open and honest answers. You could
see the conversation level behind the scenes, the private messaging was just off
the charts, so I think just watching that community was great. – Greg (Institution
IV)
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Greg also shared an anecdote about some students who had met inside the Schools App:
There were two girls who were really active in the App. I want to say one was
from Louisiana and one was from New Mexico and they started talking in the
App and one of them actually flew across the country to visit the other one – they
are both prospective students. They decided to be roommates and they come back
into the App, and they say, ‘This is the real deal you guys, trust in the App,’ so
that’s the most extreme one. I was like, no way that happened, so stories like that
are just incredible, so they really are making great connections. …I am positive
on an anecdotal level that those connections really turn out well for the office of
admissions. – Greg (Institution IV)
For some institutions, including my own, “Class of Groups” on Facebook
provided students with a group forum where they could self-identify as a unit.
We did a couple of Instagram campaigns last year that I was shocked at how it
really took off, and the Schools App surprises me every year, I get really excited
to see how the different classes - like the Class of 2020 right now - really the
students sort of started that trend years ago of self identifying as a cohort of
students coming in ‘We're all in this together!’ – Corie (Institution V)
For HESM administrators, simply being available for students is enough. Letting
the students know that, as Rachel said, “The door is open,” is an effective way to offer
students the help and support they need from us as an institution. Greg made another
good point when he said that we should “Stay out of the way…and…watch the magic
happen.” It is true that often students take care of their own problems, answer their own
questions and make their own connections – all without administrator intervention. All
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they require is the forum, the space, or the community in which to connect with one
another. To that end, the best thing we can do as HESM administrators is to provide
students the space and make ourselves available when students need us. It should be
noted however, that both of those actions still require nearly constant monitoring and
management from the practitioner side.
Administrator Theme III: Tools in Use
There were 225 mentions of various tools in use by the participating higher
education social media administrators. As mentioned previously, four of the five
participating institutions make use of Schools Apps, or private, invitation only social
communities. The Schools App is a paid service provided by vendor TargetX (formerly
Uversity). Because it is a paid service, the Schools App is not a good solution for all
institutions, particularly those public institutions with very limited resources, including
Institution II in this study. At my own institution, we have used a Schools App for four
years. It is very expensive and each year I must seek funding to carry us another year,
lest we lose our Schools App. The Schools App communities offer students a private,
“safe” space that is separate from the public social media community at large. Inside a
Schools App, students may create profiles where they may choose from hundreds of
categories of personal interests, from movies to music, books to food. They then may
view other students who share their common interests. The idea behind the Schools App
is that it provides students a space to congregate before having ever set foot on campus.
They have the ability to forge friendships with other students and relationships with staff
administrators so that when they arrive they have already amassed a group of peers that
may serve as their support system leading into their initial college experience. From my
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personal experience, the Schools App is a highly effective engagement tool and when
compared against other media I have used in the past for similar purposes, none can
compare. I do not believe that we could communicate with students similarly using any
other media as we have with our Schools App.

Figure 1. Schools App screen shot.
It is unlikely that the students in the communication above could have found each
other prior to move-in day via other forms of social media. The Schools App enables
forms of personal communication rivaled only by traditional Facebook Groups.
Facebook Groups offer open or closed, moderated communities that relatively anyone
can join. There is no guarantee that the people who join a Facebook group actually
belong to that group, making it difficult to keep solicitors and spam artists at bay. Groups
that are moderated officially by institutional staff are highly effective, but require a lot of
manual intervention and maintenance. Student engagement is similar to engagement in
the Schools App communities. Facebook Groups and pages are viable options for
institutions that cannot afford custom, private communities and with proper maintenance,
can be highly effective outreach channels.
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Other media regularly used by social media administrators are Twitter, Instagram,
SnapChat, blogs, including Tumblr, a popular photo blog, and institutions are also using
“traditional” media such as client relations management (CRM) software systems that
manage email communication and “snail mail” correspondence and tracking. They also
use email communication platforms such as Constant Contact and MailChimp. Finally,
websites should not be overlooked as a gateway to social media adoption. Institutional
and Admissions websites serve as the primary resource for student research during their
college choice processes (Ruffalo Noel-Levitz, E-Expectations 2015). Websites that
prominently list social media engagement opportunities, such as communities and live
engagement events, serve as an effective gateway for institutions to use social media as a
supplement to other more traditional outreach methods during the recruitment process.
Finally, mobile must be acknowledged as a crucial access point to institutional websites
and social media. All popular social media platforms are mobile in nature, and a vast
majority of prospective high school students are accessing social media and college
websites via mobile device (smartphones and tablets) (Ruffalo Noel-Levitz, EExpectations 2015; Chegg, Social Admissions Report, 2015).
Administrator Theme IV: Student Use of Social Media
There were 211 references to student use of social media during the administrator
interviews. Many of these mirror previous statements, most notably customer service,
engagement and personal connections. Another mention not yet discussed is student
expectations. The 2015 Chegg Social Admissions Report noted that prospective college
students expect institutions to respond to their inquiries (from any source) within 24
hours of first point of contact. This sentiment was echoed a few times by the
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administrators, who also expressed that some students expect instantaneous responses,
even late at night. This has been my experience as well, but I will note that I am
personally guilty of answering student questions late at night and on weekends. The
nature of social media, especially when accessed via mobile device, is that it is easily and
quickly accessible, meaning within minutes, I could pick up my phone, read and respond
to a student inquiry and then go back to whatever I was doing minutes before. Often
times, I complete such tasks while doing other things simultaneously. It is simply the
nature of the medium. Whether we as HESM professionals are enabling students by
being too available, or if students simply do organically have high expectations of us is
anyone’s guess. But according to the administrator participants, it perhaps might be a bit
of both.
I will respond at any time. Usually within 24 hours. So if someone posts at 11
and I'm asleep, then the next morning they will get my response. A lot of our
systems - our portal - only updates once per day, at midnight, so kids will do
something like their deposit and the system won't let them update anything
because the system hasn't updated. They expect it to update immediately. You
have to look at the user experience from the standpoint of a student who expects
everything to be instant. As the consumer, we expect instantaneous results. You
are telling me I can deposit money into my bank account and not have access to
my money immediately. It makes sense to me that they would want to do things
immediately. I understand why things work that way, but it's really hard to
explain that to the students. It's hard because a lot of times I am trying to look at
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it from the student perspective. So it's a hard thing. As a student, I want the
answer now. – Molly (Institution I)
The expectation in the chat is totally different. If you haven’t answered within 3-5
minutes, they are asking again or sending an email in addition to that or saying,
‘Where are you?’ That is an immediate expectation for sure. It was very obvious
when we were piloting it. Part of the reason we are not taking it on [regularly], we
want to be sure we are ready for the extra work that it is going to create. …The
one thing that we’ve tried to do is just meet students where they are, so I think it
is going to take a more active group of admissions professionals to handle it
because there is definitely an expectation of “You’re coming to me,” and we’ve
heard it several times in our focus groups. You know, ‘I wanted more, and I felt
like I was being ignored by this school and that school,’ so think it will be a lot of
savvy decisions on the part of admissions professionals of how to reach out to
students in different ways – we can’t just expect everyone to come to us. – Greg
(Institution IV)
Administrator Theme V: Challenges
Another theme regularly referenced by higher education social media
administrators is the challenges they faced each day. Many of the challenges pertained to
limited resources, both human and financial. Other challenges had to do with meeting
student expectations, as mentioned previously, today’s students are accustomed to access
to information in real-time, which is a tall order for an HESM administrator working
alone or with a small staff. Some administrators noted that departments across campus
are not fully aware of the processes in place to communicate with students during the
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enrollment process. Molly, from Institution I cited challenges related to
miscommunication directed at students:
Definitely the Schools App is very serious to us - it's one of the reasons I have a
full time job. I'm in it all the time, so the Schools App has really been the main
social push for us. I just got an email from the person who runs the main
[Institution I] social accounts. We have a student who was asking if we have a
WhatsApp for incoming students, and she wanted to know what to tell the
student. I said, tell them we have a Schools App and send them to our private
account. We still have a little work to do as far as letting our overall [Institution
I] community know that we have this private app. The freshmen know about
it. A lot of times our overall community forgets that it is something we have and
they don't realize it is available for other students, because it doesn't carry over
into current students. – Molly (Institution I)
Rachel at Institution II, an employee of the institutional marketing and
communications office cited staffing challenges within the admissions office that
prevented counselors from engaging more frequently with prospective students.
I would say that [two people in the Admissions] office really were the only two
that I have seen on Twitter. But then they became short staffed and they had to
back away from doing it anymore. So they were not running Class of Groups for
incoming students on Facebook either, so I sat down and had a meeting with them
and said, ‘Ok, if you're not going to do this anymore, then I am going to do it.
Because it's like we can't not be there, we can’t not provide those,’ and so he said,
‘Okay, go ahead.” – Rachel (Institution II)

90

My own personal challenge has been a lack of any type of budget associated with
our engagement strategy. Even finding funds to pay for the Schools App is a challenge
each year and there is a lot of anxiety associated with the prospect of losing the Schools
App each year. There are just no permanent funds available to allocate toward making
my brand of outreach a priority at my institution.
I spent my first couple of years here in the office of admissions recruiting over
social media and I never had a budget. I never spent money on anything. Only
last year did I get my own tiny piece of the budget for social ads. Now I oversee
social ads for other departments too, and that's not my budget. I get to control it,
but every little bit helps …Originally you didn't need any money to do this sort of
thing, you just went out there and you did it. More than anything, I wish I had a
budget to hire student workers to help or to have a GA. That's really what I wish I
had money for is personnel money. – Corie (Institution V)
Other noted challenges were the 24/7 nature of social media communication and
how that can impact work/life balance, and the fact that students are still using traditional
media in addition to social media, requiring HESM administrators to maintain traditional
web, email, and print-based presences in addition to the constant presences that are social
media. In my own position, I maintain multiple social media accounts on multiple
platforms, manage email campaigns, social ad campaigns, web ad campaigns, website
content for countless websites across our domain, and provide consultation and strategy
services to departments across campus. I am fortunate to have a full-time assistant, but
the job still proves to be too large for the both of us on even the best of days.
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Administrator Theme VI: Strategy
The final theme uncovered throughout my conversations with the administrators
was the strategic use of social media for various purposes including outreach,
recruitment, engagement and retention strategies. Each of these strategies works with
and overlaps the others somewhat.
Outreach strategy includes initiatives set forth to reach constituencies via social
media. When forming an outreach strategy, the HESM professional will ask herself:
What types of posts will work most effectively during what points in time during the day,
week, month, or year? What audiences are most likely to see the message and at what
point? What is the call-to-action of the communication? What does the communication
ask the audience to do? How likely are those audiences to do the thing that they have
been asked to do? What media is best? How will we quantify our results? These and
more questions come to mind when preparing an outreach strategy.
Recruitment strategy overlaps outreach strategy, in all of the same questions
remain, but recruitment strategy incorporates social messaging that are likely to invite
prospective students to visit campus, meet an admissions counselor, watch a video, attend
a virtual campus tour, visit a website, or join a social community in order to connect with
the institution for additional information. All of these things are combined for the
express purpose of recruiting a new student.
Engagement strategy takes calls-to-action social media posts to the next level.
We want you to come and talk to us. Join a community where you can meet people.
Attend a Twitter chat and ask questions in real time. Engagement strategy involves a
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real-time, two-way dialogue. Timing, messaging, and audience are still key points when
formulating this strategy.
Many institutions are now developing strategies aimed at retaining students. We
want to keep the students we already have. We want them to be successful and we want
them to graduate, ideally in four years’ time. Retention may also apply to the yield
period of the enrollment cycle. There is a gap in time between the moment that a student
is accepted into a college or university and the moment in time that the student arrives in
the classroom on the first day. That period of time is called the yield period. Many
things could happen during the yield period that would cause a student not to enroll at
any given institution. The student might receive a larger scholarship or tuition incentive
elsewhere. The student’s parents might want them to attend a school that is closer to
home or more affordable for the family. A student’s peers might pressure him to attend a
different institution. Fear, homesickness, uncertainty – there are no limits to the factors
that might influence a student during the yield period. A strong retention outreach
strategy aimed at engaging students during the yield period might make the difference
between an enrolled student and a student who has chosen to go elsewhere.
Summary: The Yield Period and the Search Phase
The yield period is referred to as the “search phase” by Hossler and Gallagher in
their (1985) Three Stage Model for Student College Choice. During the search phase,
students connect with admissions counselors at institutions they are interested in and they
attend college fairs and campus tours. They begin to make personal connections. In
1985 when Hossler and Gallagher devised their theory, there was no social media. I
would like to posit that their search phase is exactly the point when a student could
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connect with institutional personnel and with other students at their institutions of choice
to see what life at those institutions is really like. Perhaps forging relationships with
other students during this period would have a lasting impact on a student’s choice to
attend a particular institution. Students go where they are most comfortable, so it stands
to reason that students would likely attend a college where they have a support system in
place. Support systems are important, as evidenced by the second part of the data
analysis for this study, which focused on the students themselves, including things that
are of importance to them, pulled from actual conversations held with their peers within
social communities.
Student Communication Themes
The second part of the data analysis extended beyond the higher education social
media administrators and explored actual students at each institution, as they engaged
inside closed social media communities managed and monitored by each institution.
Each institution allowed me access into each community to silently observe their students
in their element. I observed five separate communities, including four Schools App
communities and one closed Facebook group. I observed between ten and fifteen
students in each community during the typical yield period, or search phase. As most
average incoming college freshmen make their final college enrollment decisions
between the first of the calendar year and the first day of classes, I observed engagement
that took place between January 1st of 2015 and September 1st of 2015. The following
section describes the communication themes observed.
Five institutions participated in this study. Four of them were four-year public
institutions located in the Southwest, Midwest, West and Southeastern regions of the
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United States with enrollment ranging from more than 80,000 to 14,000. The fifth
institution was a four-year private institution located on the West Coast with an
enrollment of 10,000 students. While initially I would have preferred all four-year public
institutions to participate in the study, I found that the addition of the private, urban
institution added some interesting data into the mix. Initially, I observed each
institution’s web presence, both the institutional homepages and the admissions
homepages to see how prominent social media links were and to see if they offered other
opportunities for students to connect with institutional personnel, or with each other. All
of the participating institutions had prominently displayed and easily accessible links to
their social media presences on their websites, as is a typical best practice in higher
education website content administration. Three of the five had institutionally-sponsored
Admissions presences on Facebook, while two of the institutions opted to rely on the
main institutional Facebook page to assist in the dissemination of recruitment-based
messaging. All of the institutions had admissions presences on Twitter and four of the
five had an admissions presence on Instagram. Four of the five also had custom,
proprietary private social communities called Schools Apps, with the remaining
institution opting to create a closed group within Facebook for their Class of 2019. When
interviewed, all of the higher education social media administrators placed a high value
on the custom social community, as a space where students had the opportunity to
commiserate, form relationships, find roommates, and ask questions of university
personnel and current students during the search process. It was for this reason that I
chose to focus on observing just these social communities for student engagement and
conversational themes during my research study. If all the HESM professionals that I
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interviewed were as enthusiastic as they were about the benefits of private social
communities, then perhaps the students within these communities were equally as
enthusiastic.
Institution I
I observed ten students from Institution I within their Schools App. The students
were highly engaged, posting more than 553 comment threads (often with multiple
additional comments within each thread). There were 54 different conversation topics,
seven questions posted that were direct questions to staff members within the App, and
staff members engaged with students 18 times. There is a possibility that staff engaged
more than 18 times, as I did not know the name of each staff member, student
ambassador, or graduate assistant. Person’s identified as “Staff” within a Schools App
are typically identified with a blue ribbon labeled “Staff” over their profile photo, making
them easily identifiable to students. Persons identified as “Current Students,” which
might include those with positions as student workers or graduate assistants, are not
labeled, so it is possible there might have been more staff engagement with students that I
did not account for – the same could be said for the other communities I observed, with
the exception of my own institution’s community.
The Institution I Schools App top five student conversational topics are indicated
in Figure 2 below.
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Institution I Top Five Mentions
Roommates

Residence Life

Follow Me

Orientation

Friends

11%
13%

38%

19%
19%

Figure 2. Institution I top conversation themes and mentions.
Students talked primarily about roommates and residence life, posting comments in
search of roommates, wanting to know about roommate assignments, expressing
excitement over identifying their roommate and then talking about which residence hall
they would be living in, which living and learning community they hoped to participate
in and more. In all, the ten students observed posted 110 times about roommates and
residence life. Institution I also had many students who posted requests for other students
to “follow them” on outside social media networks, most specifically SnapChat,
Instagram and GroupMe. It is common for students who are making new friends in
social communities to ask others they do not know, or others they have just met to follow
them or become their “friend” on outside networks. Many students place a high value on
their digital identities and a high value on the number of followers they have as well. A
great number of followers is seen as a symbol of popularity or social acceptance (boyd,
2008). At Institution I, the ten students observed requested followers 36 times.
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Institution I also had a number of mentions from students about orientation, which
is understandable based upon the period of time where conversations were observed.
Orientation sessions typically take place in the spring and early summer months, and
these are the sessions where students come to campus and register for classes. Institution
I has a number of students from both within their state and from out of state, so there
were a number of students expressing excitement to travel to campus for their orientation
session. Students at Institution I also mentioned making new friends 22 times, finishing
off the top five most frequently posted topics of conversation. Finally, Institution I had a
record number of selfie posts. The ten students observed posted 72 selfies in a six-month
time span. Some of the selfies could be attributed to a selfie initiative created by the
office of Admissions to get students excited and to show their school spirit by posting
photos of themselves wearing their college gear on Fridays leading up to the first day of
classes. This selfie initiative had an accompanying hashtag campaign that extended into
Twitter and Instagram posts as well, indicating that Institution I had a great amount of
engagement and activity among incoming students last summer.
Institution II
Ten students were observed at Institution II within a closed Facebook Group
community for the Class of 2019. It should be noted that within Facebook groups it is
much more difficult to observe student posts by individuals, so ultimately while I
observed ten students specifically, I actually had to observe dozens of other students and
hundreds of other comment threads in effort to locate the ten specific students for
observation, a lengthy and tedious process. In all 227 engagements were observed
regarding 19 different topics of conversation. Six direct questions were asked of staff
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members and 11 staff to student engagements were observed. The low levels of
questions asked by students and low level of staff engagements indicated that students are
using this Facebook group to communicate exclusively with each other and not as a
source to ask questions about the enrollment process. This fact was substantiated by the
top conversational topics at Institution II, indicated in Figure 3 below.

Institution II Top Five Mentions
Orientation

Follow Me

Roommates

Major

Friends

12%
26%
17%

19%

26%

Figure 3. Institution II top conversation themes and mentions.
Institution II saw the most mentions within the Facebook group about Orientation, with
44 mentions. This was equaled by “Follow Me” requests with 44 mentions.
Conversations about roommates came in third with 32 mentions and Institution II was the
only institution where students frequently mentioned their major of choice, with 28
mentions. In my interview with Rachel from Institution II, she mentioned that students
had been posting what she referred to as “dating profiles” within the Facebook group.
Profiles such as “Hi, I am Student. I am from City, my major is Accounting, and I like to
water ski,” account for some of the mentions of major within the Institution II Facebook
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group. The point should be considered however, that students post these messages in
effort to connect with other students who share their interests, to find friends and
roommates, which leads to the final top conversation topic at Institution II, friends, which
had 19 mentions.
Institution III
Institution III was not only the smallest institution that I observed, but it was also
the only private institution. I was struck during my interview with James at Institution III
how he viewed social media as very much a supplement to the other recruitment outreach
activities conducted at his institution. Institution III does not have a Facebook page for
their Admissions office and they make no mention of Facebook at all on their Admissions
website. They make use of a public Tumblr blog site where students can anonymously
post questions and they receive answers from current students. They do not collect data
on the students posting the questions. Institution III does make use of a Schools App, but
they are not using their other social presences to drive traffic there, nor is it mentioned on
the main institutional social media presences. Typically, Schools Apps are invitation
only once students have been admitted to the institution, so the only way a student would
know about the Schools App is if they received an email invitation to join, as is the case
with Institution III. I observed 15 students inside Institution III’s Schools App. I
observed more than ten students because some of the students I observed were late in
joining the App and therefore had low engagement. In fact, most of Institution III’s
Schools App students that I observed did not join the App until the spring months, but
still, I observed 195 engagements about 35 different topics of conversation. The top five
topics from Institution III student conversations are indicated in Figure 4 below.
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Institution III Top Five Mentions
Friends

Entertainment

Classes

Commuter

Residence Life

13%
30%
14%

14%
29%

Figure 4. Institution III top conversation themes and mentions.
There were some things that immediately stood out about Institution III students
to me. The first conversation that I observed involved a student speculating if she should
attend Fordham, Brown, or Institution III – these were her final three choices. The
second conversation I observed had a student talking about how she had spent the
summer traveling abroad. These are not typical conversations observed from four-year
public university students. It was immediately apparent that the private school students
possessed a completely different set of interests and goals than did their public school
counterparts. This was evidenced as well through my conversation with James of
Institution III when I asked him what the main draw was for students to come to his
institution. I was searching for a popular academic program that perhaps the institution
was renowned for, but he immediately replied, “Internships. They come here for the
internships.” As Institution III is located in an urban community with access to up and
coming industries, it seemed a reasonable response. An observation of the institution’s
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social media communities substantiated my suspicion that these were not the average
college students. Institution III’s commitment to social and community based causes was
immediately apparent and of the 15 students I observed, there was not one single mention
of “Follow Me,” and there were only five selfies, which included photos of graduation
and students on vacation in exotic locales. The top five topics of conversation though
related these students to other American college students elsewhere in the country.
Institution III students talked about making new friends. They talked about entertainment
– things to do in their new community. They mentioned classes they planned to take,
asking others for advice on classes and professors. Many of the students mentioned their
status of commuter students, seeking advice on the best public transportation routes into
the city to campus. Finally, students mentioned residence life, primarily seeking advice
about which residence hall to choose. I found the exploration of Institution III
particularly fascinating, as while the topics of conversation were different from those of
the other students at the other institutions I observed, the topics were consistent not only
with the type of student that Institution III was trying to recruit, but also were consistent
with the value that Institution III placed upon social media engagement (low value = low
engagement from students). Perhaps in a city surrounded with so much activity and
students focused on so many other causes, social media engagement just is not a “thing”
that students do there? This would be a good topic for a future study.
Institution IV
Institution IV was the last institution that I interviewed and observed for this
study. Greg from Institution IV was referred to me for this study by a mutual colleague
who believed he and I shared many of the same philosophies about social media
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engagement in higher education. I was excited to speak with him and to observe
Institution IV students in action. Institution IV recently redesigned not only their web
presences, but also their entire brand identity, so Greg had spent the better part of the last
year really working on revamping the Admissions web presence and creating a very
“social feel” to the entire website, which very prominently lists links to various social
media in use by Institution IV Admissions. Institution IV also uses a Schools App, and
they allowed me access. In all, I observed 11 students and 297 engagements about 46
topics. There were eight direct questions and six staff to student engagements. I did note
however, that there were many instances of students answering questions for other
students, which is a priority that Greg identified during our interview – that his
philosophy was to stay out of the way unless students expressed a need for a full time
staff member to contribute. It should also be noted that Institution IV also makes use of
student contributors within their Schools App, so it is possible that I unknowingly
observed student workers engaging with prospective students to answer questions. The
top conversational themes are noted in Figure 5 below.
Institution IV is located in a region of the United States that is known for outdoor
recreation, which explains the most popular topic of conversation, entertainment, which
had 26 mentions. Entertainment was followed by requests for friends, excitement about
residence life, and roommate requests. Finally, Institution IV students talked a lot about
upcoming orientation events, which was consistent with other observed institutions. The
students at Institution IV also posted 29 selfies, many of students engaging in outdoor
recreational activities.
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Institution IV Top Five Mentions
Entertainment

Friends

Residence Life

Roommates

Orientation

16%
25%

19%
20%
20%

Figure 5. Institution IV top conversation themes and mentions.
Institution V
Institution V, my own institution, has been in a period of transition over the past
year. Because there was not an individual in the office of Admissions to manage social
media outreach to prospective students, that responsibility has been my own for the last
few years. During the past few years, however, Institution V has identified the
recruitment of prospective students as a primary institutional priority, so now that
Admissions does have a full time person in place who is responsible for outreach
strategies to prospective students, I still work very closely with Admissions to support
their activities from an institutional perspective. Our institution places a high value on
student engagement via social media, as it is an initiative that I have actively evangelized
across campus for many years. We make use of a Schools App, but we have a hands-on
approach to engagement within our Schools App community. Of all the institutions I
interviewed, Institution V is the only institution to invite prospective (not yet admitted)
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juniors and seniors into the Schools App to learn more about the institution. Ours is also
the only institution that uses the Schools App primarily to provide customer service to
students, as evidenced through the observed engagements within the Schools App. In all,
ten students were observed with a total of 533 engagements about 43 different topics of
conversation. The ten students observed at Institution V had 95 direct questions
submitted and 86 engagements with staff members. The question and answer ratios are
consistent with the customer service focus of the Schools App. It should be noted that
the only other observed institution that came close was Institution I, having had 553
engagements and 54 topics of conversation. It should also be noted that Institution I is
nearly four times larger in enrollment than Institution V, which accounts for the
discrepancy in staff to student engagements. With an institution that large, it is difficult
to get to every single question via all media. The top five topics of conversation at
Institution V are indicated in Figure 6 below.

Institution V Top Five Mentions
Residence Life

Excitement

Interests

Orientation

17%
24%

18%
23%
18%

Figure 6. Institution V top conversation themes and mentions.
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Roommates

Institution V students were very consistent in theme when compared to the other
observed institutions. Residence life was the top conversation theme with 26 mentions,
followed by expressions of excitement from students enthusiastic about coming to
college. Students then frequently mentioned personal interests, including clubs and
organizations they were interested in joining, and then students mentioned upcoming
orientation events. Finally, students at Institution V mentioned roommates many times,
consistent with three of the other five institutions observed.
Overall Student Data Comparison
While there was a wide range in the 197 topics observed from all five institutions,
including topics such as frustration, money, family, religion, jobs, anxiety, and the
weather, the top five topics of conversation when aggregated across all institutions, all 56
students observed, and all 1805 engagements were surprisingly consistent. Figure 7
displays the overall top ten most frequently mentioned topics across all engagements and
students.
These data indicate that the students observed are not focused on student
outcomes and affordability, topics that those in higher education recruitment circles are
prone to focus on when developing messaging to students. These data show that the
students observed placed a high value on student-to-student connections, including
making friends, finding roommates, attending orientation events on campus, and
expressing excitement and frustration among other students all experiencing the same
things throughout their own search and enrollment process.
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Overall Top Ten Topics - All Institutions
Excitement

36

Transportation/Parking

38

Frustration

45

Major

55

Interests/Entertainment

79

Follow Me

95

Residence Life

98

Friends

Overall Top Ten Topics - All
Institutions

104

Orientation

121

Roommates

149
0

50

100

150

200

Figure 7. Overall student observational theme data comparison.
Summary
When referring back to the central Research Question: “Does engagement with
university personnel via social networks during the college search process form stronger
student-institution affinities and encourage enrollment?” The answer is not cut and dried.
This data indicates that students who engage at all with anyone (not simply university
personnel) form strong relationships, though an increased affinity with the institution was
most likely already there at the point of initial engagement, as most of the communities
observed at four of the five institutions were communicating with students already
admitted to the university at hand, though some students in a couple of different
communities mentioned they were still undecided among two or three different
institutions. It is possible that the engagement experienced by undecided students in
social communities might sway them toward enrolling at one institution versus another,
but these data do not indicate effectiveness in that area. Another research question is
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“Are institutions doing all they can to reach students during the search phase of the
enrollment process?” In that regard, I believe that for most of the institutions observed
and interviewed, the answer is a resounding yes. Institution I is doing great and
innovative things, but administrators are victim to the sheer size of the institution.
Institution II is admittedly a fledgling operation, just now building a presence and doing
so with limited to no contribution from the Admissions office because of lack of
resources. Institution III acknowledged that social media engagement is not a primary
recruitment initiative, and it shows. There are many missed opportunities for engagement
with students via social communities. However, as a private institution, perhaps they do
not place as high a priority on reaching every student as those of us in public higher
education are wont to do. Institution IV has recently made many changes to their
branding and outreach strategies and have very strong social presences and outreach.
Their levels of engagement is strong, but they maintain a hands-off approach. Institution
V has very high levels of engagement and high levels of service, which can be
overwhelming to administrators and enabling to students. They could stand to back down
a bit.
Social media engagement in higher education is a fluid thing, it moves and shifts
and changes as student demand for engagement and service changes. This study has
shown that there is such thing as not enough engagement, as there is such thing as too
much. In the end, according to the students themselves, it appears to be enough to simply
provide a space for students to congregate, make friends, and talk amongst themselves.
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSIONS
When reflecting upon the combination of data obtained through conversations
with my peers in the higher education social media realm, I cannot say that anything I
learned was particularly shocking. I have suspected based on my own personal
experience and years of expertise in the field that it takes a special kind of individual to
thrive between actual and virtual worlds. Higher education social media administrators
have to speak multiple languages (student, parent, administrator, faculty), and they have
to understand the communication patterns of how everyday “normal” conversations and
feelings often left unexpressed face-to-face translate into virtual conversations in social
networks. Social media administrators are super human – they have the ability to
multitask, carrying on conversations with multiple people at once, often across multiple
platforms, and at times, using multiple devices. Social media administrators are problem
solvers, pros at transparency, and express a desire and willingness to go the extra mile to
help constituents because admins understand how one bad experience can translate into a
negative comment that then may turn the tide of sentiment instantly, creating an
uncomfortable situation for everyone. Higher education social media administrators are
innovators. They are creative – often testing the limits of software platforms in order to
induce excitement amongst students and make their institutions stand out among the fray.
I was not surprised to learn that the participants of this study were all of those things –
motivated, innovative, enthusiastic, creative, helpful, genuine, and committed. Higher
education social media administrators are who all higher education professionals should
strive to be.
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Higher education social media administrators are also understaffed, underfunded,
and overwhelmed. Research stated that students often visit social media after first
visiting an institution’s website. That means an enormous amount of traffic passes
through institutionally sponsored social media accounts each day, 24 hours per day, 365
days per year. The higher education social media administrator is often the very first
person at the institution with whom prospective student comes into contact. That leaves
an enormous amount of responsibility at the feet of the one or two people serving this
role for those with smaller staffed units. Not only do they field questions and disseminate
information pertinent to all sorts of things, they also often also manage email and
traditional communication campaigns to students as well. They also work in an office,
with other people, and have responsibilities at both work and home with which to
contend.
All of the administrators interviewed for this study, indicated that the student
comes first. The communities they moderate, the messages they disseminate, the
questions they answer, are all to provide incoming students with a positive and
informative college search and enrollment experience. If Hossler and Gallagher (1985)
believed that the search phase of the college choice process was the point when students
connected with institutions to form relationships and to learn more in depth details about
what life is like at an institution, I posit that their theory should be rewritten and updated
to include social media connectivity as an important, if not essential part of the search
process. Yet, an examination of student conversational themes across institutional
communities indicates that while customer service is important to students, it is only
important when they need it. Otherwise, all students require is the virtual space to
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congregate and other students with whom to commiserate. This is further demonstrated
through Vincent Tinto’s (2006) Model of Institutional Action, where the institutions
themselves provide students with a climate for engagement, involvement, and success in
college. It could be argued that social media communities provided for students before
enrollment marks the beginning of the institutional action process, offering students a
space to get involved and engaged before ever setting foot on campus.
Each administrator interviewed for this study used social communities in
different ways and they have used them for varying lengths of time, much to the same
end. Each are doing different, yet similar things to reach students in virtual communities,
such as live Twitter chats or live video chats with administrators and current students.
They are promoting events and open houses using visuals and links to website landing
pages. They are using tools such as Hootsuite, Tweetdeck, or Sprout Social to watch for
keyword mentions so they never miss the opportunity to answer a question, follow up on
an issue, or offer congratulations when students express excitement at being accepted into
their institutions. The students are responding. They are participating in hashtag
campaigns, sharing selfies, attending events, meeting deadlines and most importantly,
they are making friends. Several administrators noted that students were visiting their
social communities, forging connections with other students and then taking them offline
into their personal social media spaces. This is further evidenced by the number of
“Follow Me” requests posted by students throughout various social communities, 95 total
mentions, among 56 students.
It is clear through the data that student priorities within social communities are to
make social connections with other students. Beyond forging friendships and forming
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peer groups, students used social media to vent frustrations – against processes, their
friends, and their parents. They expressed anxiety about leaving home, living far from
home, missing their families, friends back home and pets. Students also relied on the
experiences of other students to find out the best dorm to live in, the best major to study,
the best way to get to campus during rush hour, even the best place to get coffee on
campus, ethnic food in the community, or the best places to hang out on the weekends.
Finding these areas of shared interest among other students helps the students to feel like
they will fit in in their new campus homes. Having others to validate their interests or
share their favorite band or major helps students feel safe and secure. Students who feel
less anxiety are more likely to focus on the right things when they arrive to campus and
therefore will be more likely to persist. Vincent Tinto (2006) said that engaged students
are successful students, and are therefore more likely to persist in their college pursuits.
The goal of the higher education social media administrator is to create a clear entrance
path for the incoming student to embark on their journey. Once the incoming classes of
students are on campus, our work begins again, clearing the way for the next incoming
class.
Limitations
Timing was probably the most significant limitation of this study in that the
majority of the research took place during the summer months when access to students
was limited. The original scope of the study involved not only interviews with higher
education social media administrators, but also interviews with groups of students at each
participating institution. The student focus group/interview portion of the study proved
to be a hindrance to the project. During the summer months students were simply
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unavailable, difficult to reach, or unwilling to respond to my repeated attempts to contact
them. I also learned that administrators were less likely to want to participate in the study
because of the necessity to involve students. Administrators to whom I reached out said
they did not have time to seek out students, so they opted out of the project. Because of
this, I opted to drop the student portion of the study after only one focus group. Instead, I
chose to observe student conversational data within social media communities, which
netted richer information.
A second limitation is that I primarily observed conversational data within closed
social communities based within the Facebook network, including Schools Apps and one
Facebook group. Because of my experience in the field, I know that the most descriptive
conversations take place within Facebook communities. Two-way conversations are
limited within other media such as Twitter or Instagram. Still, it is possible that I might
have found different results had I examined engagement within other social media
platforms.
A final limitation was that many of the students observed within social
communities were already admitted to the respective institutions. While some students
observed mentioned they still were undecided at the initial point of engagement, most
students were not invited to join the private social communities until they had already
been admitted. Submitting an application for admission, while not necessarily a
commitment to attend, is a strong indicator of serious intent. Conversations among and
between prospective students and admitted students might differ slightly based on the
level of commitment of the individual student. Thus, most of the engagement observed
took place between students who had already made their decision to attend. This was

113

also due in part to the fact that some of the institutions observed did not open up their
closed social presences until the early spring. Future studies looking at conversations
among students between August and January of their senior year in high school as
opposed to January and August might show different conversational themes.
Recommendations
Based on information I learned through interviews with higher education social
media administrators and on observing student conversational patterns, themes and
frequency during the typical search phase of the college choice process, there are a few
core recommendations that I would offer to institutions of higher education. First of all,
institutions should take a second look at their social media recruitment practices and
procedures. How does the timing and messaging fit in with the other recruitment
messaging and outreach strategies. Social media communication is an affordable and
simple outreach method that has potential for wide reach. Institutions that are not
incorporating the use of social media should, and those that are only using it as a
supplement should do more. Active engagement strategies like Twitter and Google+
chats, tweetups and photo sharing using hashtags are great ways to build affinity among
incoming students and should not be overlooked. Even students who do not actively
engage often observe and share with their friends. Opportunities may also reach out to
parents and guidance counselors. Ultimately, any initiative that is going to give the
student more opportunities to connect directly with the institution is value added for the
student and a viable resource for recruitment.
A second recommendation is that increased investments in financial and human
resources should be allocated toward providing social media services to incoming
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students. As social media is often the front door to student-to-institution inquiry and
conversation, this is a crucial outreach medium that should be supported by more than
just one or two full-time staff members and a few part time students. Recruitment is the
most important initiative of any institution. Extending financial support and resources
toward staff on the front lines will enhance the student experience and provide increased
opportunities to connect with students throughout the entrance and yield periods, the
times when students are most likely to make their final enrollment decisions. Engagement
with the student, either from interactions with staff or from bonds formed with other
students might mean the difference between a decision to enroll at Institution A over
Institution B. The social media administrators interviewed for this study have many
responsibilities beyond student engagement. There is a phrase, “Many hands make for
light work.” In situations where budgetary restraints do not make a financial investment
in software or personnel possible, cross-campus collaboration between social media
administrators, particularly within key student outreach roles such as admissions,
housing, dining services, student activities, parking and more may provide a transparent
and customer-friendly experience. Establishing a campus culture of collaboration takes
time and willingness to play to one another’s strengths. Institutional social media
presences should willingly share departmental social media posts of events and services
offered to students. This collaboration makes use of large institutional followings and
also provides content. Recruitment is the responsibility of every person on campus. One
negative experience may send a prospective student or parent in the opposite direction, so
investments should be made in the form of financial allocation, personnel, or time spent
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to strategize on collaborative outreach in order to provide the student with an excellent
experience the first time, and every time thereafter.
Finally, admissions offices should be absolutely certain that they are not missing
valuable opportunities to connect with students. Students often post questions that go
unnoticed or unanswered. An admissions counselor would not ignore a student that
approached her at a college fair or high school visit. Why would she ignore a student
who has taken the initiative to ask a question about her institution in a social media
community? Social media spaces should be treated as virtual info booths. If a student
has approached to ask a question, it is our job to have a person there to answer. When a
student is met with no response, they might turn to a competing institution with the same
question. If that institution engages the student, they might be lost forever. In an era of
struggling enrollment that is not a risk many institutions can afford to take. Institutions
must be present, available, accessible, and responsive in order to master communication
with students via social media.
Implications for Further Study
A different side of this study could be explored further from a quantitative
standpoint, surveying both higher education social media administrators and students.
Further exploration into the conversational habits of students at private institutions, twoyear institutions, non-residential institutions, and multiple other institution and student
types could provide enlightenment as to how best to reach various types of students with
different needs. This study focused on first time, full time incoming freshmen from the
Class of 2019. Had the research focused on adult, transient students from a community
college environment, the engagement frequency, timing and conversational topics might
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have been much different. The composition of the modern college student is made up of
many different types of students beyond those considered traditional. The contemporary
learner has different needs and goals. Social media is fluid enough that it can be
customized to meet the needs of any type of student.
The results of this study are important to leadership of institutions of higher
education because there are many institutions out there that are still struggling to find a
place for social media. This study will help institutions understand that no matter their
enrollment size or geographic location, student engagement is important. Social media is
easy, affordable and accessible. Social media in collegiate recruitment is no longer a fad
and it is no longer an option. Institutions must be there in some capacity to reach out to
prospective students. Information must be shared, conversations must be started, and
questions must be answered. As versatile as social media is, what better place to share
points of pride about institutional advancements, student accomplishments, and events
that will encourage prospective students to come to campus?
As the rising Generation Z approaches, we must prepare to meet them where they
congregate. These college students of the future are more technologically savvy than
their Millennial predecessors and they will expect personal attention and customized
experiences. We must be ready. Innovation today is based on doing new and unexpected
things with ideas and technologies. The social media culture is one that requires us to
lead or follow, lest we get surpassed by our competition. Finding highly motivated,
enthusiastic people to place in the role of social media administrators and providing them
with the support they need to reach out to the next generation of students is a valuable
step in a solid recruitment strategy. The data from this study show that students are
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engaging, frequently with one another and with administrators. Institutions are using
multiple media and providing spaces for students to commiserate, but there are still
missed opportunities to engage and connect. The data also show that students have less a
focus during the yield period on majors, academics and outcomes than they do in making
social connections with one another. It is possible that those more focused on academics,
affordability and outcomes are the students’ parents. Perhaps providing ways to engage
with parents more actively might be one option. Providing students with more strategic
opportunities to engage with each other during the enrollment process based on common
themes such as roommates, residence life, special interests, friends and campus events
like open houses or orientation events might encourage further engagement.
Understanding what students are actually interested in, in their own words, makes the
difference between pushing content and messaging to them that we think they want to
know versus providing them access to information that they actually want to know. This
study is a lesson in engagement strategy that can help even the smallest admissions
departments succeed in social media outreach.
Summary
Higher education is at a crossroads. Students and parents are concerned that a
college education might not be a worthy investment, yet many of today’s jobs require a
college degree. Students understand that they have options and many of today’s students
apply to and receive acceptance into multiple institutions. It is the responsibility of
higher education leadership in admissions, enrollment management, and marketing
offices to ensure that there are solid, active institutional presences on social media to
provide a space for students to connect both with institutional personnel, but also with
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each other. Research tells us where students congregate. Websites and email are not
dead media, on the contrary, they are more important than ever, as websites in particular
represent the front door of the institution. Prospective students trust the information that
is shared on institutional social media presences is accurate and timely (Ruffalo NoelLevitz, 2015 E-expectations). Students excited about their college search process will
engage not only in person, but also via social media to learn more about institutions, to
connect with current students and other prospective students also experiencing the same
growth process that is college choice process.
Higher education social media administrators are dedicated, motivated,
enthusiastic, and innovative. In some cases they are also understaffed, overwhelmed and
lack the resources to be as effective as possible. They use a variety of media from web,
email, print publications, social media, and events to reach out to prospective students
while also collaborating with other key areas across campus. They are highly engaged by
nature and put the students first.
A simple alteration of existing procedures or enhanced presences can make a
positive difference in recruitment yield and ultimate student enrollment. Social media is
affordable, accessible, and attainable – it is also where students spend much of their time.
As generations shift, parents also share a frequent presence on social media outlets. It
makes sense that higher education recruitment personnel would dedicate more resources
toward building strategies that will reach students and parents in these key areas.
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Thank you for taking the time to read this study. For additional information, please
contact Corie Martin, Western Kentucky University; (270) 745-2990;
corie.martin@wku.edu; @coriemartin; linkedin/in/coriemartin.
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
Participant Name:
Institution:
Title:
Date of Interview:
Introduction & Explanation of Project

A. Please describe your current job responsibilities (Name, Title, and primary job
responsibilities)
B. How long have you been in your current position?
C. To what office/division does your position report? (Admissions, Marketing, etc.)
D. Tell me a little bit about your institution.
a. Enrollment size (how many apps per year, how many admits per year, how
many freshmen enrolled per year)
b. 4-year private
c. Specialties
d. Location
E. Describe your typical recruitment outreach of prospective first-time, full-time
freshmen?
a. What types of print collateral do you use? How often do you distribute
them?
b. What media do you use? Websites, social media, other?
c. Do you use a CRM (Client Relationship Management software) or any
other special software to assist with student recruitment?
F. How long has your institution been using social media as a recruitment outreach
source?
G. Do you feel your use of social media has enhanced your institution’s recruitment
efforts or success? If so, why? If not, why?
H. Have you seen any unexpected results? If so, what are they? If not, what did you
expect you would see that did not meet your expectations?
128

I. How has your administration supported or not supported your efforts?
J. How have students responded to your efforts?
a. What types of responses have you received from students via social
media?
b. What types of questions have students asked?
c. Do you believe students have been more excited about attending your
institution because they were able to connect with you via social media?
If so, why? If not, why?
K. Do you feel you have been more successful in your recruitment efforts because
you have used social media as a supplement?
L. What has social media allowed you to do that other media would not have?
M. Do you believe social media has allowed you to develop deeper relationships with
prospective and admitted students? If so, why? If not, why?
N. How do you see social media outreach impacting the future of higher education
recruitment in the future?
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APPENDIX C: CODING NODES: STUDENTS
INSTITUTION I

S1

S2

S3

S4

S5

S6

S7

S8

S9

S10

TOPIC
ACADEMIC PROGRAMS

2

AFFORDABILITY

2

1

3
3

1

6

ANTI-PARTY

2

1

3

APATHY

1

1

2

BOREDOM

4

3

7

CAMPUS

3

CAMPUS EVENTS

2

CLASS SCHEDULE

6

2
1

SCHOOLS APP
DRINKING/DRUGS

1
1

1

2

1

1

FEAR/ANXIETY

1

FOLLOW ME

25

FOOD

3

FRUSTRATION

15

1

2

3

2

2
4

1

5

1

1
1

2
1

1
5

1

5

1

1

3

HOUSING
INDEPENDENCE
8

JOB OUTSIDE OF CAMPUS

2

8

8

3

1

4

1

1

18

3

3

1

4

LGBTQIA
LOOKING FOR FRIENDS

3

1

LOOKS

2

2

OPPOSITE SEX

2

ORIENTATION

12

1

7

4

1

2

2

1

1

1

1
1
1

132

2

1

2
22

2

MAJOR

PARKING

13
2

16

22
2

2

8

36
9

6

HIGH SCHOOL DRAMA

ENGAGEMENT W/STAFF

1

2

GOT INTO OTHER SCHOOLS

4

1

GAMING / TV

HOMETOWN

3
4

FAMILY

8
3

EVENTS ON CAMPUS

GEO AREA

3

1

14
4

1

1

2

26
1

PARTYING

1

1

PICK UP LINES

10

10

PLACEMENT EXAM

2

PROFESSORS

1

PROM

3

1

QUESTIONS

2

2

2

1

7

1
8

3

1
1

2

1

3
11

7

1

ROOMMATE SEARCH

23

2

1

SCHOOL SPIRIT
5

6

6

2

12

1

SENIORITIS

3

7

1

2
7

3

9

8

9

7

10

21

1

6

1

8

36
7

1

10

5

2

10

2

2

1

15

TRANSFERRING

WORKING OUT

3

2
2

YIKYAK

2

4

1

4

4

1

11

1

11

1
182

72

4
10

6

74
9

4

WEATHER

26
5

1

8

SPORTS

7

6

2

RESIDENCE HALL

SLEEP

1

2

RELIGION

SELFIE

1

1

RACISM
RANDOM

1

68

15

33

133

72

1
29

48

12

52

42

553

INSTITUTION II FB CLASS OF 2019 PAGE

THEME

NUMBER OF MENTIONS

CLUBS

4

DORM

8

FINANCIAL AID/TUITION

3

FOLLOW ME

44

FRIENDS

19

FRUSTRATION

1

HOMETOWN

13

HOUSING (OFF CAMPUS)

4

INTERACTIONS WITH
STAFF
LGBTQIA

11

MAJOR

28

MEETUP

1

ON THE FENCE

2

ORIENTATION

44

PLACEMENT TEST

2

QUESTIONS FOR STAFF

6

ROOMMATE

32

SPORTS

2

STUDY

1

2

227

134

INSTITUTION III

S1

S2

S3

S4

S5

S6

S7

S8

S9

S10

S11

S12

S13

S14

S15

TOPIC
ATHLETICS

2

BOOKS

1

CLASSES

1

2

2
2
5

COMMIT

1

COMMUTER

7

DUAL DEGREE

1

ENTERTAINMENT

1

1
2

1

9

1

2

2

9
1

2

FOLLOW ME

1

FRIENDS

2

1

1

2

9

16
1

2

3

FRUSTRATION

1

1

1

2

5

1

GEO LOATION

2

1

HOMETOWN
HOUSING/DORM

1

1

2

3

IMMUNIZATION

2

MONEY

1

1

2

1

1

1

1

1

2

1

4

1

1

1

8

3

1

7

2

6
1

OPEN HOUSE

1

3

ORIENTATION

1
1

3
3

3

4

2

8

RANDOM

4
3

2

REGISTRATION

1

RELIGION

1
1

SCHEDULE

1

2

4

25

2

7

1

2
1

1

1

1

2

5

2

SELFIE

3

1

SOCIAL

1

2

1

5

1
1

5

1

1

STUDY
TRANSFER

1

1

MOVE IN

STAFF ENGAGEMENT

19

1
1

MAJOR

ROOMMATE

2

1

JOBS

QUESTION

6

1
6

2

1

2

19

3
1

TRANSPORTATION

1

1

2

1

1

5

3

TRAVEL

4

1

UNDECIDED

1

2

3

1

VETERAN

4

3
9

15

5

18

10

11

52

135

4

10

3
10

12

1

16

3

19

4

195

S1

S2

#[HASHTAGCAMPAIGN]

1

1

ANXIETY

1

1

APP

1

1

INSTITUTION IV

S3

S4

S5

S6

S7

S8

S9

S10

S11

TOPIC
2

ATHLETICS

1

5

2
1

1

1

1

1

COMMITTED

1

COMPUTER

1

DORM

4

2

2

3

ENGAGE W/STAFF

2

1
3

EXCITED

1

1

6

3

20

5

5

1

6

1

1

1

1

4

2

4

1

2

1

1

1

3

FAMILY
FOLLOW ME

1

FRIENDS

5

GEO LOCATION

1

GRADUATION

5

1

4

3

4

1

1

1
1

1

2

JOB

1

1

3

LEAVING HOME

1

ORIENTATION

2

1

1

OUT OF STATE

1

OUTCOMES

1

PROM

1

1

QUESTION STAFF

3

1

RANDOM

4

ROOMMATE

9

SCHOLARSHIPS

1

SELFIE

4

2

8

7

21
3

8

1

11

1

1

2

6

4

4

3

2

1
1

1

8
1

2

1

1

2

1

3
1

7

16

1

3
1

3

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

2

1

1

2

2

1

1

1

6
8

7

3

3

19
20
1

1

SELLING THINGS

TOUR

3

1
1

STUDY ABROAD

3

1

MEAL PLAN

SENIORITIS

8

1

MOVE-IN

26

3

1

MAJOR
MATH PLACEMENT

9

3

HOMESICK

LGBTQIA

6
1

3

DRAMA

ENTERTAINMENT

9

1

CAMPUS PHOTOS
CLASS SCHEDULE

1

1

9

1

9

2

4

29
2

1

1
1

2

4
1

1

1

136

TRAVEL

4

4

UNDECIDED

1

1
1

2

WEATHER

1

1

INSTITUTION V

3
1

3

1
57

S1

S2

1
12

S3

10

13

11

17

S6

S7

53

S8

14

S9

5

81

24

S4

S5

S10

5

4

10

4

2

7

TOPIC
ADMITTED

1

ANXIETY

1

BOOKS

1

1

CAMPUS

2
2

2

COMMUTER

2

3

DORM

1

2

3

3

6

ENGAGEMENT

9

22

5

12

6

EXCITED

4

2

11

2

FAMILY

1

1

3

FRUSTRATION

1

1

2

4

1

2

INTERESTS

2

JOB

2

1

5

4

3

2

3

3

26

6

8

6

8

86

1

2

2

24

1

7
1

6

GROUP ME

1

5

GEO
GRAD

5
3

1

4

FRIENDS

1

1

CLASSES

FOLLOW ME

1

1

1

6

5

13

2

10

1

1

1

3

2

2

1

1

8

1

1

2

5

5

2

19

1

6

LGBTQIA

2

2

MAJOR

1

1

MASTER PLAN
MEAL PLAN

11
1

1

2
1

MEET UP
2

1

2

MOVE IN
ORIENTATION

3

1

1

1

19
3

2

2

2

3
3

2

4

4

PLACEMENT
EXAM
QUESTIONS

8

RANDOM

4

6

11

4

7
10

1

1

2

1

1
1

PARKING

2

1

1

3

1

2
7

4

1
26

9
2

PACKING

PHOTOS

2

2

MONEY

12
2

VISIT

WORKING OUT

4

18
1

8

9

8

3

8

5

6

2

2

1

137

12

8

5

95

2

3

25

297

RELIGION

1

ROOMMATE

2

SCHEDULE

1

SCHOLARSHIP

2

SELFIE

6

3

1

1

13

3

18

3

1

8

1

3

4

12

1

SENIORISIS

1

1

TRANSFER

2

TRANSPORTATION

1

23

1

2
1

VETERANS

1

VISIT

4

WKU STORE

2

115

1

1

7

2
57

2
38

111

26

45

17

25

44

4
36

45

533

OVERALL CODES
TOP TOPICS

ENGAGEMENTS

ROOMMATE

149

QUESTIONS

141

ENGAGEMENT W/STAFF

140

ORIENTATION

121

SELFIE

118

3

FRIENDS

104

4

RESIDENCE LIFE

98

5

FOLLOW ME

95

6

INTERESTS/ENTERTAINMENT

79

7

MAJOR

55

8

FRUSTRATION

45

9

TRANSPORTATION/PARKING

38

10

EXCITED

36

1

2

TOP FIVE TOPICS BY INSTITUTION
TOPICS

INST I

INST II

INST III

INST IV

INST V

1

ROOMMATES (74)

ORIENTATION (44)

FRIENDS (19)

ENTERTAINMENT (26)

2

FOLLOW ME (44)

ENTERTAINMENT (16)

FRIENDS (21)

3

RESIDENCE LIFE
(36)
FOLLOW ME (36)

RESIDENCE
LIFE (26)
EXCITED (24)

ROOMMATES (32)

CLASSES (9)

RESIDENCE LIFE (20)

INTERESTS (19)

4

ORIENTATION (26)

MAJOR (28)

COMMUTER (9)

ROOMMATE (20)

5

FRIENDS (22)

FRIENDS (19)

RESIDENCE LIFE (8)

ORIENTATION (16)

MASTER PLAN
(19)
ROOMMATE
(18)

138

OVERALL BREAKDOWN BY INSTITUTION
INST 1

INST 2

INST 3

INST 4

INST 5

ENROLLMENT

4-YR
PUBLIC
80,000

4-YR
PUBLIC
14,000

4-YR
PRIVATE
10,000

4-YR
PUBLIC
31,000

4-YR
PUBLIC
21,000

REGION

SW

MW

WC

W

SE

STUDENTS

10

10

15

11

10

56

ENGAGEMENTS

553

227

195

297

533

1805

AVG ENGAGEMENT

55.3

22.7

13

27

55.3

32.23

TOPICS

54

19

35

46

43

197

QUESTIONS

7

6

25

8

95

141

STAFF
ENGAGEMENTS
SELFIES

18

11

19

6

86

140

72

0

5

29

12

118

CLASS

139

APPENDIX D: CODING NODES – ADMINISTRATORS
ALL NODES
CODE/NODE

SOURCES REFERENCES

Outreach Strategy

6

69

Challenges

6

68

Collaboration

6

68

Schools App

5

66

Customer Service

6

65

Engagement

6

38

Admissions

6

33

Personal Connections with

6

30

Social Media

6

30

Student Friendliness

5

30

Personal Ownership

6

28

Twitter

6

27

Traditional Communication

6

25

Facebook

6

23

Innovation

5

23

CRM

4

21

Recruitment Strategy

5

21

Professional Expertise

6

20

Small Staff

6

19

Students

140

Watching out for Students

5

19

Engagement Strategy

3

18

Enabling

5

17

Student Expectations

5

16

Leadership Support

6

15

Student to Student Connections

3

15

Helping Students

3

14

Enrollment

6

12

Enthusiasm

3

12

Instagram

5

12

Admin as Alumni

4

9

Availability

1

9

Private Communities

2

9

Student Feedback

5

9

Negative Feedback

3

8

Website

2

8

Yield

2

8

Current Student Support

3

7

Friendships

3

7

Prospect Outreach

5

7

Student Workers

4

7

Enrollment Growth

4

6

International Students

4

6
141

Regional Campuses

1

6

SnapChat

2

6

Student Social Connections

3

6

Class of Groups

2

5

Blog

1

4

Retention Strategy

3

4

Supplement

3

4

Transfer

3

3

Mobile

2

2

Outcomes

1

2

Academics

1

1

Campaign

1

1

GroupMe

1

1
999

TOP THEMES
Admin Characteristics

295

Collaboration

68

Customer Service

65

Engagement

38

Personal Ownership

28

Innovation

23

Professional Expertise

20
142

Enabling

17

Enthusiasm

12

Admin as Alumni

9

Leadership Support

15

Social Media Uses

267

Customer Service

65

Engagement

38

Personal Connections with

30

Students
Student Friendliness

30

Watching out for Students

19

Student to Student Connections

15

Helping Students

14

Availability

9

Private Communities

9

Yield

8

Current Student Support

7

Prospect Outreach

7

Student Need for Social

6

Connections
Class of Groups

5

Supplement

4

143

Campaign

1

Tools in Use

225

Schools App

66

Social Media

30

Twitter

27

Traditional Communication

25

Facebook

23

CRM

21

Instagram

12

Website

8

SnapChat

6

Blog

4

Mobile

2

GroupMe

1

Student Use of Social Media

211

Customer Service

65

Engagement

38

Personal Connections

30

Expectations

16

Student to Student Connections

15

Help

14

144

Feedback

17

Friendships

7

Social Connections

6

Outcomes

2

Academics

1

Strategy

112

Outreach

69

Recruitment

21

Engagement

18

Retention

4

Admin Challenges

111

Challenges

68

Small Staff

19

Student Expectations

16

Negative Feedback

8

145

