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INTRODUCTION

GilRogersisdirector of marketingand
enrollmentservicesat Chegg. Michael
Stoneris president and co-founder of
mStoner,Inc. Thisresearch was co-

sponsored by Cheggand mStoner, Inc.

If you’re quoting from this white paper,
please credit: “Mythbusting Websites,” by
GilRogersand Michael Stoner, published by

Cheggand mStoner, Inc.,November 2016.

Link to this paper: mstnr.me/MythB2016

“Acollege’s website is its most important marketing tool.” In 2016, who would
dispute that statement? It’s accepted as fact among university marketers, web
developers,and admission officersacross the world.

And why not? It makes intuitive sense: Websites
arealways available to prospective students
(oranyoneelse)inacouple of swipesacrossa
smartphonescreen, instantly gratifying their
desiretolearn whetheracollege they’vejust
heard aboutis a potential match for them. And,
theimportance of websites to prospective
students, especially teens, has been confirmed
through focus groupsand survey research.

However, it’sbeen several years since anyone
has conductedin-depth research with
prospective students — specifically high
schooljuniorsand seniors —to find out how
they use college websites intheir college
searchand choice process;what they likeand
don’tlikeabout what they find there;and what
changes mightimprove these websites.

Good reasons exist for the lack of recent
research, of course. By 2010, theimportance
of college websites to teens during their college
search and choice was well established. At
about that time, the research focus onthe

use of .edu websites shifted to how teen
college searchand choice were affected by

the swiftand widespread adoption of social
mediaand devices suchastabletsand,
especially, smartphones.

So,we wondered, how do teens view college
websites now, in 2016?

Some of the most intriguing findings from

the “Mythbusting Admissions” research

we conducted last year was that college
professionals often misunderstood what teens
actually did in their college search and choice.
Aswe noted then, we attempted to illuminate

and address some of the myths we encounter
in conversations, blog posts, tweets,and the
well-meaningadvice offered based onalimited
view of data mismatched with actual behavior.

Our goal thisyear was to understand how well
college marketers,admission officers,and web
professionals know how teens use websites —
and where they misunderstand prospective
students’ needs, interests, or experiences.

To conductourresearch, we developeda
surveyin collaboration with Mike Hanus from
Constituent Research, LLC. We developeda
questionnaire for teens first, we then used
nearly identical questions to constructa
survey for marketers, web professionals,
andadmission officers at colleges and
universities. For more detail on the surveysand
demographic profiles of the respondents, see
Appendix.

And,aswe pointed outin our “Mythbusting
Admissions” white paper last year, with
contemporary teens, it’s complicated.
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MYTHS, BUSTED

Overall,we believe, this research underscores the fact that for teens, college
searchand choiceisacomplicated process. If you talk to teenagers who are
inthe midst of looking at colleges, you know that they are considering many
factors. And,asaresult, they use many different sources of information. We
continue to beimpressed by how discerning teens can be. As some of our
findings show, they’re willing to digfor information,and some of the ways they
interact with university websites may seem counterintuitive, at least fromthe
perspective of college web managers,admission officers,and marketers. Here
are seven myths that teens help us put torest.

MYTH 1:

Your website is effective with teens if it isn’t responsive.

It’sno secret thatteensare huge users of
smartphones,asanyone withateenager knows
— or,indeed,anyone who readsany research
aboutteens quickly learns. Last year, we looked
athowteens use their mobilesinvarious
aspects of college searchand choiceand how
they preferred colleges to communicate with
them. And like many others, we noted how
teens prefer to use their phonesasan always-
there source for findinginformation (and for
many other things, suchas communicating
with their friends). This year, we were surprised

tolearnthat two out of three teens (66
percent) usedasmartphoneto respondto
oursurvey.In contrast, nearlyall (92 percent)
of the higher education professionals who
responded used adesktop or laptop computer.

What does this mean? Quite simply it’s highly
likely that teens’ first visit to your website
will be onamobile device as may subsequent
visits —maybe evenall of them. Under

these circumstances, your website must be
responsive.

MYTH 2:
Teens will think poorly of your college
if you have a bad website.

While teens have told other researchers that
they equate the quality of a website with the
quality of aninstitution, our respondents don’t
seemto share that perspective. Fewer than

half of prospects (43 percent) told us that they
believedacollege’s website influences their
opinion of that college (ratingitafour or five on
afive-point scale where five=“Agreat deal”).
Similarly, only 43 percent saida poorly designed
college website would negatively impact their
opinion of that college. To say the least, we were
surprised: We would have responded with our
colleagues on campus who overwhelmingly (77
percent) said that teens would think poorly of a
college withapoor website.

Butlet’s be clear:Inacompetitive market such
as higher education, you cannotignore your
mostimportant marketing vehicle,when 43
percent of your potential customers say their
opinionswillbeinfluenced by it. Justimagine
that conversation with your admission director,
“msorryyourapplications dropped 43
percent thisyear,but our website hasn’t seen
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asignificant refresh since 2011. That negatively
affected the opinions of our university with two
out of five of our prospective student visitors.”

MYTH 3:
Your website is the most important
influence in a teen’s decision to apply.

College websitesare influential to teens, that’s
undeniable. But professionals overemphasize
the website’simportanceasatopinfluencer
inateen’s decision on whethertoapply. Eighty
percent of professionals said they believed
that teenswould rank the website as a highly
important decision-maker. But only 37 percent
ofteensdidsoinoursurvey.

We tookadeeper diveintothisissue,asking
teenstoshare the mostimportant elements
of college websites during searchand choice.
Not surprisingly, teens use websites tolearn
moreaboutinstitutions duringthe research
phase. Atthis stage, they’realso being
influenced by their friends and family, guidance
counselorsandteachers,interactions with
admission staff, information on college search
sites,and so much more. No matter how
beautiful or effective your site, it rarely will
trump theinfluence of aparent, guardian, or
counselor.

Research showed that websites become
more transactional tools as teens near
theapplication stage. They ranked how to
apply,howto contact college employees

with questions,and locating financial aid
information as their primary reasons for
visitinga college website when applying to
colleges. At this stage, the opportunity for the
college website to influence the decision to
apply has passed.

The findings of other surveys,and, in particular,
the Chegg/Stamats “2016 TeensTALK®
Survey,”support how persistentlyimportant
college websites are for teens throughout their
college searchand choice. That, morethan

anything, underscores the enduringvalue of
the website to teenapplicants.

MYTH 4:
Teens overwhelming prefer video and
images to text on college websites.

Weallknowthat teens love video —and 76
percent of college professionals we surveyed
said they believed that teens preferred videos
over text on college websites. And because
teensaresovisual, 74 percent of college
professionals said they believed that photos
were their second choice of media.

When we asked teens what media they
preferred on college websites, 64 percent said
thattextandarticles were mostimportant to
them. Photographs (6o percent) wereaclose
second inimportance. Videos camein fifth (40
percent). To us, thisindicates that students
value clear, concise,and relevantinformation
onwhat they expect be aninformation-rich
platform on which they can find detailed
answers to their questions about a specific
institution. A great headlineand compelling
andinformative copy boost the relevance of
videoand images.

MYTH 5:
Teens move freely back and forth
between social media and websites.

Because teens use social mediato inform their
decisionsabout college, it must be true that
they go backand forth between various social
sitesand websites, right? That’s one reason
that college websites feature social mediaicons
andlinks so prominently and provide excerpts
from their official social mediasites.

But while we know that teens do use social
mediato determine fit,they don’t useittothe
extent that college professionals think they
do.And,what’s more, they don’t click through
to social media from college websites, or to
college websites from social sites to any great

degree atany stage of their college search and
choice process. Social media continuesto bea
way for people to connect with each other —
andlesssofor people to connecttoinstitutions
orbrands.

Thatsaid, teens (as wellas many others, such
as parents and alumni) do follow college
social mediachannels.So social mediais very
important —just don’t expect teens to click
through fromyour Facebook page toyour
website and vice versa.

MYTH 6:
Teens are eager to engage with a
college through a smartphone app.

Why not make anapp to allow institutions to
spurengagement from prospective students?
While relatively few professionals (12 percent)
thought that students would downloadan
appanduseitwhenresearching colleges, 22
percent of students said that theyactually used
anapp inresearching colleges. Buta decisive
majority — 72 percent — said that they never
usedanappatall;54 percent of professionals
thoughtteens were opento doingso, after they
had decided where they were goingtoattend
college.

MYTH7:
Virtual tours are way more important
to teens than campus maps.

Amajority of college professionals — 78
percent —said they believed that teens used
virtual tours when researching colleges,and

39 percent believed they used campus maps.
Surprisingly, 67 percent of teens said they used
campus maps; 64 percent said they used virtual
tours. Both tools have importance, especially in
the earliest stages of teens’ college search, but
it’s clearly easy for professionals to over-value
virtual toursand, perhaps, neglect the less-
sexy but veryvaluable campus map.
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How important are college websites
in teens’ college search and choice
process?

The shortanswer to this question may surprise
alot of higher education professionals
whofund, develop, design,and maintain
institutional websites, because 79 percent of
professionals said they believed that teens
thinkacollege website ranksasasixor seven
onaseven-pointimportance scale. Thisis
consistent with findings reported in NACAC’s
“2015 State of College Admission,”in which
84.4 percent of respondents to the NACAC
survey attached “considerableimportance”
towebsitesasarecruitment strategy for
prospective undergraduates. It ranked first
onalist of 17strategies, higher than email (83
percent) or hosted campus visits (77 percent).

In contrast, the teens who responded to
oursurvey did not rank websites nearly that
highly: Only 37 percent of prospects rated
theimportance of the college website asix or
seven. (SeeFigure 1))

This contrasts with findings of other
researchers. The “2016 Social Admissions
Report” by Cheggand TargetX asked
respondents to rank four kinds of online
sourcesasto how usefulthey werein college
research usingafour-point scale. Inthis
survey, 84 percent of respondents said college
and university sites were extremely or very
useful; 69 percent ranked college reviewand
scholarship sites (such as Chegg, Niche, etc.)
asextremely or very useful;and 41 percent said
social mediasites were extremely or

very useful.

The question we asked teens was, “When

you evaluate a particular college prior to
deciding whether to apply,howimportantis
the college’s website in your decision whether
toapply?” Consider that the average teen
researching colleges uses myriad sources of

information, including: recommendations
from people they know personally, suchas
teachers, guidance counselors, friends,and
family; college searchssites such as Naviance
andthe College Board; college ranking
sitessuchas U.S.News and World Report;
conversations at college fairs; mailings from
colleges; posts on social media, ranging from
Facebookcommentsto Instagramimages
and Snaps or Stories on Snapchat; online
resources and searchssites suchas Niche, U.S.
Newsand World Report,and others;and many
other sources of information. Not to mention
campus visits, where theall-important gut-
checkoccurs,answering with more finality the
big question of “Will I fitin here?”

Because their decisionsinclude so many online
and offline sources of information, it makes
sense that teens may have assigned alower
importance to college websites when they
answered our question.

However, several major differences exist
betweenacollege website and the other
sources teens use. For one,acollegesiteis
official. And thenagain, none of the other
sources offers sucharange of information
norisavailable 24/7 on-demand. In short, the
websiteisthe perfect information sourceinan

age of instant gratification, where consumers
aretrainedtosearchforandfindthe
information they need to inform their purchase
decisions. Sixty-three percent of college
juniors responding to the Ruffalo Noel-Levitz
“E-Expectations” survey said that they used
websites to “get theanswers themselves.”

It’sindisputable that prospective students use
college websites through their college search
and choice process far more than they use
any other sources, including social media. It’s
notsurprising: They need different kinds of
information at different stages of the process,
andthe placethey canfinditis onthe websites
of the colleges theyare considering.

Why do teens visit a college website —
and when?

Closely related to the question of just how
important the college website is, is the fact
thatteensrely on college websites throughout
their searchand choice process —far more
thanthey doany other college-provided or
commercial source of information.

Otherresearch conducted with teens supports
this statement. For example, more than 70
percent of teens told the “2016 TeensTALK®
Survey” researchersthat they usedacollege’s

m Importance of websites in college search and choice
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website through the four phases of their
collegeapplication process (research, apply,
accept/decide,commit). The only other
resource usedas persistently throughout the
process was college-affiliated social media
accounts —andthose were usedtoamuch
lesser degree than websites. (See Figure 2.)

That’s because what teens look for depends
onwheretheyareintheir decision-making
process. For example,whentheyare

first researching colleges, their top three
information needs are academic programs
(selected by 93 percent of respondents),
location (9o percent),and cost (89 percent).
Whenthey’ve beenacceptedandare deciding
where to go, their top choices are information
about professors (39 percent), financial aid (37
percent),and asking questions or contacting
someoneat theinstitution (34 percent).

Figure 3compares teens’actual responses
towhy they visita college website during
any stageinthe process with what campus
professionals think that prospects look for
whenthey visit their sites.

One takeaway from this set of chartsisthat
higher education professionals have afairly
goodsense of what teens are looking for at
different stagesintheir college searchand
choice process. It alsoillustrates how diffuse
teens’ needs for information becomethe
furtheralongtheyareinthe process—and how,
inthe last stages, they reallyare looking beyond
the website to fulfill theirinformation needs.

That’s when information sources such as
campus mapsand tours, social media,and
campus visitsand virtual tours become
extremelyimportant,as do conversations with
friends, parents,and other influencers.

We’lltake alook at these later on. Forthe

m Resources of information used by teens during college search and choice
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moment, though, let’s continue to focus
onwhat teens sayabout higher education
websites.

What makes a great college website?

Whatare theattributes of agreat college
website?

If you’re reading this, you’re probably a college
professional,soitwon’t surprise you that large
percentages of your peers believe that finding
information (98 percent) and navigation (94
percent) were mostimportantto prospects
—and, infact, teensagreed, infairly large
percentages. (See Figure 4.)

But some differencesare noteworthy.

One of themis that professionals said they
believedthatan “updated and modern”look
ismoreimportant than teens did (82 percent
comparedto 68 percent)’.

More significantly, though, teens were much
moreinterestedin “compellingtext” than

professionals thought they were (54 percent
forteens, 37 percent for professionals). And,

theywere much lessinterested in photographs
and images than professionals said they
believed, rating theirimportance about the
sameas text (53 percent for teens, 83 percent
for professionals).

Inaseparate question, we also asked teens
how they preferto consume contentona
college website. Again, textand articles ranks
highest (at 64 percent),although photography
isclose (at 60 percent).Videos rank fifth (at
40 percent), though professionals said they
believed that teens preferit toany other form
of media (76 percent believed this to be the
case). (See Figures.)

Sohow canitbethat prospects said they value
text more than video, when so many national
surveysassure us that teenslove videoand
consumeaseemingly endlessarray of Snaps
and streaming content?

Our hypothesisoverallisthat whenteensare
researching colleges, they’re tryingto beas
efficientas possible, especially when buildinga
list of prospective institutions for themselves.

*We recognize, of course, thata college or university website must serve anumber of audiences. To others, such as alumni who want their institution to stand out or
trustees who believe that the institution mustlook different from others,an “updated and modern”look may be paramount.
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Atthis stage, it’s much more time-efficient to
scantextand headlines for information, which
takes seconds, thanitisto consumevideo
content. It can take aminute or more to watch
avideo,onlytolearnthatit doesn’t containthe
information you need. Now imagine that
you’re doingthat researchonaniPhone

with poor reception. Which option seems
preferable toyou?

Perhaps thisexampleillustrates how we believe

teensoperate at this stage in their process.
Suppose you’reabout to go to the market and
are compilingashoppinglist of ingredients you

needto prepare the main course for dinner.
You'lllook forawritten recipe for the dish
you want to make soyou canscanitand make
sureyou have everythingyou need. That takes
seconds. Whenyou’re ready to prepare the
meal,you may watchavideotolearnanew
techniqueyou’llneedin orderto complete
therecipe. But that’s only because you’ve
already madea commitment to preparing that
particulardish.

InFigure 6,you can see how the specific
content needs of teens change during the
course of their searchand choice process.

Whenresearching colleges, they are primarily
looking for facts. Andimages that help them
pictureaspecific campus, its setting,and its
buildings essentially are facts. Thisis why the
top-rated images in “E-Expectations 2016”
surveys were “location shots without people,”
or “images that delivered asense of place.”

If teensare truly interested inaninstitution,
they’llgo deeperandlearn more. And, infact,
after they decide where they willattend, campus
news and events becomeimportant — though,
atthis point, they may well be engaged with
their futureinstitution, current studentsthere,

m Primary reasons to visit college websites during search and choice
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Attributes of a great college website

PROSPECTS PROFESSIONALS

[I/They] can find what [’m/they’re] looking for quickly and easily.

M Media preferences on college websites
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NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS PROSPECTS:2154-58 PROFESSIONALS:562-67

andtheir future classmates through Facebook,
Instagram, and other social channels.

And teens do watch videos: 81 percent of
respondents to the “2016 Social Admissions
Report” by Cheggand TargetX said they
watched college videos — that’s four in five
of them.

Buttheytold us that certain kinds of videos are
valuable tothem. About three out of four (73
percent) told us that “videos about academic
programs” were valuable whenresearching
colleges. This makes sense: At this stage in their
process,information about academicsand
majorsisimportant. Once they have gathered

NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS PROSPECTS:1902 PROFESSIONALS:520

the facts by skimming headlinesand textabout
these offerings, they may choose to learn more
and go deeper,viewing videos about their
potential major. By the time they’re engaging
with these videos, theyalready have someidea
thattheir time investment may be worthwhile.

Asfortheassertion that because teenslove
videos, they’ll expect loads of themona
college’ssite,we’llnoteas we didin last year’s
“Mythbusting Admissions” report: “What teens
dowhentheyare communicating with friends
orentertainingthemselvesis very different
fromwhat they dowhenthey essentiallyare
shoppingfor what they knowisabig purchase
andamajor decisionintheir lives.”

We’ll note with some interest that Michael
Poockand Dennis Lefond found that 75
percent of prospective students considered
“content” to be veryimportant on college
websites, while another 22 percentrankeditas
important. In contrast, 11 percent considered
[amajor emphasis on] graphicsto bevery
important,and distinctiveness [of the site] to
beveryimportant.

These findings were publishedin2002inone
of the earliest studies on how prospective
students used college websites. Poock and
Lefond noted, “Participants felt strongly

that pictures should assist the prospective
studentin determining what the campus looks
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m Most valuable areas of websites for teens at different stages of the college search and choice process
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like, what the studentsare like. That is, they
should help the prospective student answer
the question, “Will I fitin?” Pictures that didn’t
address this point were viewed as gratuitous
atbest or detrimentalat worst by creating
unnecessary downloadsand wasted time.”

Eveninthose early days, students could be
ruthless when they believed that their time was
beingwasted.

How do websites affect a prospect’s
opinion of a college?

Alarge majority of higher education
professionals (82 percent) told us that they
believed that the quality of a university’s
website affects how teensview the
institution itself.

This view also makes sense in light of research
with consumersthat generally supports

theview that if visitors find what they need
onawebsiteandare ableto conduct their
transactions efficientlyand quickly, they not
only praise the website but think more highly of
the associated business or organization. And
giventhefactthatthe average respondent to
our survey visited about 14 college websites
inthe course of the college search, teens have
alotof opportunity to formimpressions of
institutions based on their websites.

Otherresearch conducted with teen college
applicants, notably “E-Expectations,” supports
theideathattheir perceived quality ofa
website affected their views of the institution:
In2016, 74 percent of juniors and 75 percent of
seniors agreed that “College websites make a
differencein my perceptions of the school.”

Our findings differ,as Figure 7indicates. Fewer
than half of prospects (43 percent) told us that
theybelievedacollege’s website influences
their opinion of that college (ratingitafouror
five onafive-point scale where five =“A great
deal”).Similarly, only 43 percent saida poorly

designed college website would negatively
impact their opinion of that college.

How do we account for this difference?

Figure 8 offers some supportforour
hypothesis that teens may well be more
forgiving of certain website shortcomings
thanadultsare.

Because teens spend so much time online —
ontheweb,onsocial media,andinteracting
with each other through anarray of games
andapps —theyseealot of poorly developed
and executed websites. Andjust possibly
they’re forgiving of a mediocre user interface
orexperience,as longas the website has
significant redeeming qualities that make it
invaluable. If thisistrue, then perhaps teens
arelesslikely toreact negatively toawebsite’s
shortcomingsif they can find the information
they need easily whenthey needit.

When asked what were the most serious
weaknesses of higher education websites,
more than two-thirds of prospects (69
percent) said that it was “difficult to getaround
thesiteto find the information I need.” (See
Figure9g.

The mostimportantinformationto them
seemsto be easy enoughtofindand use,
especially inthe early stages of their research,
whenthey’ve visited relatively fewsites.

Theinformationteens needat this stage of
the process (asshownin Figure 4) seemsto be
relatively easy to find,and those areas of the
website are easy to use, because only about
oneinthree said thatacademicinformation
(37 percent) and admission and application
processes (34 percent) are hard to use. Infact,
prospects reportedthat the hardestareas

of the site to use were those sections related
to outcomes — “what kinds of job(s) I can
getasagraduate” (selected by 46 percent of
respondents) and tuitionand financial aid (43

Areas of a college website that are
hardest to use
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10%
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percent). And we’ll observe that these topics
are complicated by their very nature,so it
makes sense that they take more timeand
attentionthan do otherareas of the site that
present less nuanced information.

Thisisn’tanargument againstimproving
higher education websites! But if this
hypothesisis correct, it suggests that adopting
certain conventions among higher education
websites, such as relatively standardized
navigation setsand labelling for “academics”
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or “academic programs,” may be beneficial.

Inshort, because these conventions make information more
findable, they may mute criticism of other deficits. Visitors to
any website appreciate labels thatare understandable and
straightforward rather than obscured with special terms: Steve
Krug made this pointin his classic book on web usability, “Don’t
Make Me Think.”

What are the weaknesses of college websites?

We suggested that teens might not beas harshintheirjudgments
of the quality of higher education websites as the professionals
who create and manage themare. But that doesn’t mean that
they’re completely satisfied with what websites offer.

Let’stakealookat some of the shortcomings that students
identified. They share with higher education professionals the
observation that college websites are disorganized. When asked
toselect up tothree weaknesses of higher education websites,
69 percent of teens selected “difficult to getaround the site to
find...information....,” as did 81 percent of professionals.

Other shortcomingsincluded content that didn’t meet the
needs of visitors (56 percent of teens and 50 percent of
professionals) and concernsabout site searches that did not
work well (30 percent of teensand 44 percent of professionals.
(SeeFigure9.)

When asked what sections were the most difficult to use (Figure
8),teensidentifiedalack of clarity about what kinds of jobs they
could getafter graduation (46 percent) —indicatinganeed for
alighment between recruitment marketing messagesandreal
outcomes —and tuition, costs,and financial aid (43 percent).

Aswe lookatthe responses from teens, we see continued
opportunities toimprove information and messaging around
some of theimportantinformation needs: admissionand
application processes, developingasense of what studentsand
student life are like,academic information,and tuition costsand
financial aid informationand processes. And it’s not surprising to
usthatteensare concernedaboutjobsand outcomes, because
that’saquestion that’s sure to be on the minds of their parents,
if not foremostin their own consciousnesses. In essence,
admission marketing messages should be tied to career services
and outcomesjustas muchas theyare tied to financialaid and
affordability.

m The biggest weaknesses of college websites

PROSPECTS PROFESSIONALS

It was difficult to getaroundthessite to find the information [ wanted/they want].
69%

The content didn’t answer [my/their] questions.
56%
50%

The search feature(s) didn’t work well.
30%
44%

81%

Thesite did not have enoughimages for themto get afeel for the campusand/or students.

I 5%

30%

[I/They] didn’t like the way the content was written (too dense or wordy).

—25%

38%

The content wasn’tinteresting to [me/them].

I 24%

3%

There were too many photos or images and not enough information.

[ 4%

3%

Not enough video content was available.

— %

NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS
6% PROSPECTS:1395 PROFESSIONALS: 445

m The quickest way to find info about academics/majors

PROSPECTS PROFESSIONALS

Look for alink marked “academics” or “majors” and go from there.

I aa%

25%

Go to Google or another search engine and type in the name of the college and major.

I 4%

40%

Select from an alphabetical list of majors and programs.

I 22%

9%
Usethesearch boxonthe college website to get there.
I 0%

o NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS
26% PROSPECTS:1378 PROFESSIONALS: 444
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NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS PROSPECTS:1341 PROFESSIONALS: 430
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*Niche, U.S.Newsand World Report, Princeton Review
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m Click-throughs from college websites to social media and college search sites

PROSPECTS  PROFESSIONALS

Facebook Twitter Instagram
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It’sinteresting here to lookat another question
we asked teens. We wanted to know what they
foundto be the fastest way to find academic
majorsand programs on the websites they
visited. Part of our motivation forasking this
question was to determine the effectiveness of
the now-standard practice of usinglabels such
as “academic programs”and “majors.” Wealso
wanted to determine other ways they might
have found thisinformation. Interestingly,a
substantial number (44 percent) did indeed use
the “academics” or “majors” links on higher
education websites — over Google oranother
search engine (24 percent) orinternal site
search (10 percent).

How do teens use social media and
external websites?

Anyone who visits college websites regularly
can’t help but notice that these sites feature
logos (and ultimately free advertising) for the
major social media platforms, most notably
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, LinkedIn,and
YouTube. By clicking on theselinks, one can
visitinstitutionally sponsored content on these
sites. For example, many colleges upload videos
toasponsored channel on YouTube.

Similarly, many colleges feature rankings from
prominent college search or help sites,suchas
U.S.News and World Report or College Factual,
andlinktoreviews onthese sitesasaway of
showcasingathird-party endorsement.

Based ontheresponsesto our survey, teens
aren’t often motivatedto click through from
higher education websites to social media

NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS PROSPECTS:1349 PROFESSIONALS: 434

platforms, nor do they click through from
posts on social mediasites to higher education
websites.

Onthe otherhand, we know that college search
and helpsites suchas Niche, U.S.News and
World Report,and Princeton Review play a
prominentrolein helpingstudentsidentify
colleges. Teens essentially “search” these sites
for colleges they might be interested in. Not
surprisingly, 78 percent said they click through
toacollege website from these sites “when
researching colleges,”and 23 percent click
throughtothemwhenapplying. (See Figure 11
Infact, 61 percent say they never click through
fromacollege site to Facebook. (See Figure 12.)

Note that, by fairly large margins, professionals
overestimated the number of click-throughs
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fromsocial channels, though they were close
on guessing how much traffic to their ownsites
resulted from college searchand help websites.

Itturns outthat,in the case of the college
searchsites, thisisagreat strategy — 80
percent of prospects said they clicked through
fromacollegesite toacollege search site, when
they were researching colleges — perhaps to
determine what the searchssite listed about

the particular college they were just exploring.
And 44 percent clicked through to YouTube.
Othersocial mediasites didn’t rate nearlyas
well,and prospects said they clicked through
lessand less over the course of the college
decision-making process. Thisis likely driven by
the facttheyareactively connecting with their
peersthefurthertheyaredownthefunneland
therefore closer to makinga decision.

Again, it’sinteresting to note how often college
professionals overestimated the number of
click-throughs from their sites to social media
and college searchssites during the process.

Of course, this doesn’t mean that prospects
don’tuse thesesites: It’s just that they are not
gettingto them from college websites. Inthe
same vein, teensdon’t necessarily visit college
websites after spending time onaninstitution’s
Facebook page or Instagram feed.

Asmany other researchers have noted, teens
do use social mediain various ways during their
college search and, most notably, choice. While
teens use other sources of informationtoa
greater degree, Figure 2shows that teens use
social media persistently.

Inthe “2016 Social Admissions Report” from
Cheggand TargetX, theauthors called social
mediaa“decision engine,” notingthat one
intwo respondents reported usingit when
decidingwhereto enroll. Our respondents
said that social mediahelped themto see how
they’d fitatacollege: most notably Instagram
(39 percent), Facebook (36 percent),and

YouTube (35 percent). (See Figure 13.) And note

how professionals vastly overestimated the use m

thatteens made of these channels.
Do prospects use apps from colleges?

While 54 percent of college professionals
reported they believed prospects use apps
afterthey’ve applied, we wondered whether
prospects use apps during college searchand
choice. This makes sense when you consider
that downloadingand configuringanappisa
commitment thatimpliesafairly high degree
of interest. But the majority of prospects said
they dontdownloadand useappsatall: 72
percentsaid they did not download any college
apps. Afew (22 percent) said they used apps
whenresearching colleges.

Itisimportant to note context with respectto
activities students perform on mobile devices.
As noted previously,activitiesand resources
students find value in while performing
researchtoaddschoolstotheirlistsare
distinct fromthose resources theyvalue when
making enrollment decisions.

Inthe “2016 Social Admissions Report” from
Cheggand TargetX, fourin five students
indicated visitinga college website onamobile
device, while only onein five said they would
download anapp whenresearchingschools.
However,whenthey were asked if they were
todownloadanapp fromacollege, what
would they do, half of students said they would
download anapp to communicate with other
students oradmission officers. This finding
clearlyindicates that buildinga mobile app for
your prospectsis notasimportantasensuring
your websiteis responsive.

If you planto buildanapp, focus on supporting
theactivities of admitted students making
enrollment decisions.

Social media used to determine fit

PROSPECTS PROFESSIONALS

Instagram

I 59%

91%

Facebook

I 5%

75%

YouTube
35%
67%

Twitter
26%

63%

Snapchat

I %

63%

Pinterest

.

8%

LinkedIn

B

4%

YikYak
I 2%
30%

Vine
Iz%
12%

Periscope
I 1%
8%

Meerkat

0%
1%

Other (please specify)
B

6
2%

None of these

I 2
NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS

2% PROSPECTS:1366 PROFESSIONALS: 442
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m Download and use of apps in college search

PROSPECTS PROFESSIONALS

m Use of campus maps and virtual tours

Virtual Tour: PROSPECTS PROFESSIONALS  CampusMap: PROSPECTS PROFESSIONALS

80% 80%
70% 70%
60% 60%
50% 50%
40% 40%
30% 30%
20% 20%
10% 10%

0% 0%

RESEARCH APPLY ACCEPT/DECIDE COMMIT NONE RESEARCH

NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS PROSPECTS:1364 PROFESSIONALS: 439

How do prospects use campus maps
and virtual tours?

Nearlyall college websites feature acampus
map. Most also offer virtual tours that range
from fairly simple to elaborate. Prospects
saidthey used these tools to “get asense of
the size of the campus” (82 percent of our
respondents), “to see where the campusisin
relationtothe surroundingarea” (64 percent),
andtoseethe dormsand other buildings (59
percent).

Whatis surprising, though, is when prospects
usethesetools —andthefact that 27 percent
of them said they didnt use virtual tours at

all. That’sadecided contrast to what college
professionals believe: They consistently
overestimated how much students usevirtual
tours, in particular, throughout their college
decision process. What surprised us most is
thatteens used campus mapsas much asthey
said they do throughoutthe process. (See

Figure1s.)

We werealso surprised that teens used both
mapsand toursas heavily duringtheir research
phase —andless sowhen decidingwhere to
applyand wheretoattend.

RESOURCES

Chegg, Inc.,and TargetX, “Optimizing
Mobile for Your Future Students: 2016 Social
Admissions Report.” Source: mstnr.me/
SocAdmi6

Melissa Clinedinst, Anna-Maria Koranteng,and
TaraNicola, “2015 State of College Admission,”
National Association of College Admission
Counseling (NACAC), 2016. Source: mstnr.me/
NACACi5

Stephanie Geyer, Lance Merker, Clint Chapman,
and Sumant Mauskar, “E-Expectations 2016:
What Do College-Bound High School Students
Expect From Your Website and Digital

APPLY ACCEPT/DECIDE COMMIT NONE

NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS  PROSPECTS:1355 PROFESSIONALS: 439

Communications?” Source: mstnr.me/E-
Expect16

Michael C. Poock, Ph.D,and Dennis Lefond,
Ph.D.“How College-Bound Students Perceive
University Web Sites: Findings, Implications,
and Turning Browsersinto Applicants,” C&U
Journal,Summer2001:15-21.

Gil Rogersand Eric Sickler, “2016 TeensTalk®
Study,” conducted by Stamats Market Research
and Chegg, Inc. Source: www.stamats.com/

teenstalk

GilRogersand Michael Stoner, Mythbusting
Admissions: Where Prospectsand
Professionals Agree and Disagree on
Enrollment Marketing, Messages, and Channels,
2015. Source: mstnr.me/AdmissionsMyths



http://mstnr.me/SocAdm16
http://mstnr.me/SocAdm16
http://mstnr.me/NACAC15
http://mstnr.me/NACAC15
http://mstnr.me/E-Expect16
http://mstnr.me/E-Expect16
http://www.stamats.com/teenstalk
http://www.stamats.com/teenstalk
http://mstnr.me/AdmissionsMyths

APPENDIX

By Mike Hanus

Mike, director of partner firm
Constituent Research,managedthe
research for this project.

15

Fielding dates: Survey of higher
education professionals conducted from
May 19 through June 28,2016. Survey of
prospective college students (“prospects™)
conducted from May 26 through June 28,
2016.

Number of responses: Of atotal of
664 responses from higher education
professionals,596 wereincludedinthe
finalreport. We removed incompleteand
duplicate responses.

Survey of prospects: Of atotal of 2,487
responses, we included 2,346 inthe final
report. We removed incomplete and
duplicate responses.

Higher Education Professionals

Device used to complete the survey

Current role (multiple choices allowed)

Smartphone or mobile phone 7% Marketing 60%
Desktop or laptop computer 92 Communications 51
Tablet or other large handheld device 2 Digital - Web 51
NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS:596 DIgItal—SOCIal Media 35
Age PR 18
Under 25 3% Admissions 12
25-34 24 Advancement 6
35-44 31 Other (please specify) 1
45_54 25 NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS: 596
FHirEles '5 Number of years working in college
admission, marketing, or communications
Prefer nottoanswer 2
NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS : 592 Fewer than 5years 23%
Institution type 5-10years 34
Public university 40% 11-15years =)
Private university 27 16-20years 12
Liberalarts college 16 A e 5
Community college 8 Morethan 25years 6
. NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS : 589
Professional school 3
Other (please specif; 6 I .
(p pecify) Amount of communication with prospects
NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS :596
No direct contact 40%
Gender - —
Somedirect contact, butitisnota
EoTe 67% primary part of my role 33
Agreat deal of direct contact 5
Male 33
Allthe time — my primary roleis direct
Other <1

contact with prospective students

NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS : 596

NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS : 589


http://www.ConstituentResearch.com

APPENDIX

Device used to complete the survey Stage in college search & decision process Number of websites visited
during college search and choice
Smartphone or mobile phone 66" I have not started researching colleges 2
P P g g I did not look at any college websites
Desktop or laptop computer 28 lam researching colleges but have not
i 39 1-5websites
decided wheretoapply 5
Tablet or other large handheld device 5 N .
lam deciding where toapply to college 48 6-10 websites

NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS: 2,345 .
I have applied to college(s) but have not

received adecisionyet

11-20 websites

Yearin high school I have been accepted to college(s) and ; 21-30 websites

amdecidingwhere to go

Freshman <1* 31-50 websites
Ihave decided what college I willattend 9
Sophomore 2 More than 5o websites
NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS: 2,286
Junior 35 NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS : 2,231
Senior 62 Ethnic category /categories Gender

(multiple choices allowed)

NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS :2,346

- . Female
Caucasian or White 47%
Types of institutions considering Hispanic or Latino 24 Male
multiple choicesallowed
( p ) - ) Other
L . } African American or Black 23
Public university 86%
NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS : 2281
. . . Asian n
Private university 61
K American Indian or Alaska Native 3
Liberalarts college 28
Native Hawaiian .
Community college 20 or other PacificIslander
Professional school 1 Other (please specify) 3
Other (please specify) 3 Prefer nottoanswer 3
NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS : 2,327 NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS: 2,277
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Additional Comments

We ran some additional cutsinthe datain
order toassess whetherany trends, findings,
or storieswould be of interest or affect the
findings. Some findings of interest include:

Timing of prospects in the application
and decision process: Prospects say they
are most likely to engage with websites

(or social media) during the early stages of
the college application process (primarily
whenresearching colleges and/orapplying),
while professionals are more likely to think
that prospects engage inthese activities
throughoutthe application process.

We considered whether the timing of our
prospect research would affect our results — if
prospectsaren’tyet hearingback from colleges
oralready decidingwhere they willenroll,

they may be underestimating their behavior
with .edusitesand other online activity,and,
therefore, theiranswers will diverge from
professionals’ hypotheses.

Whileitis possible this may be the case to
some extent, it does not look like asystematic
issue. To verify, we divided prospectsinto the
two larger groups we had —those whoare
researching colleges (39 percent) and those
whoare deciding where to go (48 percent).

While these applicantsarevery closeto each
otherintheapplicationtimeline, we assumed
we might see marked differences in their
answerstothe grid questions. Thiswas not the
case.Infact, there were very few significant
differences, which suggests that prospects
(atleastinthese phases of the application
process) behave similarly,and/or predict their
future behavior similarly.

Gender: We checked for gender-based
differencesamongthe prospects. Thereare
very,very few. Femalesare more likely to be
interested/applytoliberalarts colleges (29
percentvs.22 percent),lessinterestedin
consumingtextandarticles (63 percentvs.

70 percent), more likely to say a weakness

of college websites was difficulty in getting
aroundthesite to findinfo (71 percentvs.

59 percent),and that it’s difficult to find info
onmajorsand programs (38 percent vs. 31
percent). Along with afew differencesin social
media usage, thisis the extent of differencesin
genderamong prospects.

Number of websites visited: We analyzed
whether the number of college websites
prospectsvisited had any influence on their
behavior. We divided prospects into those
who looked at 0-10 college websites vs. those

wholooked at 11 or more. We found some
differencesintypes of colleges they planned
toapplyto,as wellas some differencesin
wheretheywereintheapplication process
(notsurprising, because prospects further
alonginthe process would have looked at
more websites). Those who visited 11or more
websites were more likely to be completing the
survey onadesktop or laptop (46 percentvs.37
percent),and those who have looked at more
college websites placed moreimportance on
the website intheir evaluation of the college.
However, few differences existed in how they
used websites, what they found difficult on
college websites, etc.

Professionals’ level of contact with
prospects: We found virtually no differences
atallbetween professionals who have no
contact with prospectsvs.those who have
some contact. Differences were difficult to
assess because of the lack of respondents who
interacted with prospects.

Professionals’ age and tenurein higher
education: Neitherage nor length of timein
ahighereducationrolehadanimpacton
professionals’responses.



