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What Are Freshmen Thinking? 
A record 43 percent of freshmen say that a financial aid offer was a “very important” or “essential” factor in choosing which 
college to attend. And while an increasing number report receiving grants and scholarships — 69.3 percent received such aid in 
2008 — that has not been accompanied by a corresponding drop in their use of loans, according to the latest installment of a 
long-running annual survey of college freshmen. 

This year’s freshmen are about as likely to rely on family resources as first-years did in 2001, but they’re also turning to self-
sufficiency: 49.4 percent of freshmen say they plan on getting a job to meet their college expenses, another all-time high. 

In other words, “It’s more, and,” says Sylvia Hurtado, professor and director of the University of California at Los Angeles’s 
Higher Education Research Institute, which administers the survey. “They’re using everything they can. They’re using loans 
and deciding to work more and using scholarships and any kind of aid.” 

“The American Freshman: National Norms for Fall 2008,” a longitudinal study now in its 43rd year, is based on a fall 2008 
survey of 240,580 first-time, full-time students at 340 four-year colleges. (Community college students are not included because 
not enough two-year institutions participate to produce a normative report, Hurtado explains.) 

Not surprisingly, given the economic collapse, college prices are on students’ minds. The proportion of students accepted by 
their first-choice college but attending another institution increased from 16.5 percent in 2007 to 17.1 percent in 2008, with 
financial issues being the main driver in those decisions, the survey finds. 

Money matters aside, the survey tracks a number of other trends, including a steadily growing number of freshmen self-
reporting learning disabilities and, politically speaking, increasing engagement and a leftward drift. 

The survey finds that 3.3 percent of 2008 freshmen report having a learning disability, continuing what has been an upward 
trend since 1983 ("I think they’re being better-identified at an earlier stage; they come in already knowing this, and having 
coped with it,” says Hurtado). The report also describes a number of characteristics of students who self-report as learning 
disabled. Among them, they’re more likely to believe they’ll need extra time to complete a bachelor’s degree (11.6 versus 6.4 
percent of the overall freshman population), and to believe they’ll need tutoring for specific courses (43.5 versus 31.6 percent). 

Consistent with reports leading up to the 2008 presidential election, the survey describes record political engagement, with 85.9 
percent of freshmen reporting that they frequently or occasionally discuss politics. (The proportion for “frequently,” 35.6 percent, 
was also a record over the previous high, in 1968.) 

The proportion of students who describe themselves as “middle-of-the-road” politically continues to decline, hitting an all-time 
low of 43.3 percent, while the proportion who describe themselves as liberal and far left grew to 31 and 3.2 percent, 
respectively. “This is the largest percentage of students categorizing themselves as liberal since 1973,” states the survey. The 
survey finds that 20.7 percent of freshmen characterize themselves as conservative, down slightly from 23.1 percent the year 
before. 

The report finds increasing support among freshmen for liberal causes — including same-sex marriage. Support for 
environmental causes continues to grow. 

Freshmen are also, apparently, partying less in high school. In 2008, 18.8 percent say they partied an average of six or more 
hours a week, half the 36.8 percent total in 1987. 

The percentages of freshmen who drank beer (38 percent) and wine or liquor (43.9 percent) occasionally or frequently as high 
school students are also the lowest they’ve been in 43 years of collecting data. 

— Elizabeth Redden  

http://www.gseis.ucla.edu/heri/pr-display.php?prQry=28
http://www.gseis.ucla.edu/heri/pr-display.php?prQry=28
mailto:elizabeth.redden@insidehighered.com
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E-Mail is for Old People 

As students ignore their campus accounts, colleges try new ways of communicating 

By DAN CARNEVALE 

Bryn Mawr, Pa. 

Maurice Johnson, a freshman studying interior design at Harcum College, spends hours each day online, both 
for work and play. One thing he rarely does, though, is open his campus e-mail account. 

"I check it about every other month," he says. 

Moe, as his friends call him, has his own fashion label and regularly corresponds with other designers through 
his MySpace page. He chats with friends through instant messaging. He also has a few commercial e-mail 
accounts that he checks daily. 

But his Harcum account lies dormant. Not only does he prefer other means of communication, but the college e-
mail addresses — created by a combination of a student's first and last names plus part of the student's 
identification number — are too complicated to give out to friends or to check online. "I don't like the Harcum 
e-mail," he says. "It's too confusing." 

Mr. Johnson is not alone in his disdain for campus e-mail. College officials around the country find that a 
growing number of students are missing important messages about deadlines, class cancellations, and events 
sent to them by e-mail because, well, the messages are sent to them by e-mail. 

In response, some institutions require that students check their college e-mail accounts so they do not miss 
announcements, holding students responsible for official information that comes through that medium. Other 
institutions are attempting to figure out what technology students are using to try to reach them there. 

A 2005 report from the Pew Internet and American Life Project called "Teens and Technology" found that 
teenagers preferred new technology, like instant messaging or text messaging, for talking to friends and use e-
mail to communicate with "old people." Along the same lines, students interviewed for this article say they still 
depend on e-mail to communicate with their professors. But many of the students say they would rather send 
text messages to friends, to reach them wherever they are, than send e-mail messages that might not be seen 
until hours later. 

Students have not given up on e-mail altogether. In fact, a survey of more than 1,300 students at the University 
of Illinois at Chicago earlier this year found that 86 percent of them still use campus e-mail regularly. Eszter 
Hargittai, an assistant professor of communication studies and sociology at Northwestern University who 
conducted the survey, says students often ignore messages coming from their colleges, considering them a form 
of spam. 

http://chronicle.com/�
http://chronicle.com/infotech/�


Brian Niles, chief executive officer of TargetX, a company that helps colleges use technology to recruit new 
students, says colleges need to branch out and find new ways to connect with students. 

"It's not that they don't read e-mail," Mr. Niles says. "It's that they have their own world, and you need to know 
how to reach them in that world." 

'Big Family' 

Harcum, a two-year college outside Philadelphia, enrolls about 900 students. It is the type of institution where 
the college president's wife can be found tending to the plants in front of campus buildings. "Harcum's a very 
big family," says Lisa A. Mixon, assistant director of public relations and marketing. 

Ms. Mixon created the college's MySpace page (http://myspace.com/harcumcollege) after she realized that 
many students were missing important messages. They were paying no attention to the college e-mail 
newsletter. They were not even showing up for ice-cream socials — and everyone likes ice cream. 

It seemed clear that students were not ignoring their MySpace pages, though. Some students here have more 
than one such page. Some have MySpace pages for their pet snakes. 

A key feature of MySpace and other social-networking sites is the ability to link with another user by 
designating him or her a "friend." Friends are able to send each other messages and announcements, and view 
pictures and items that are blocked from other users. 

After the college put up its site in August, Ms. Mixon searched online for Harcum students with MySpace pages 
and found more than 200 of them. She contacted the students individually, over the course of a few weeks, and 
asked each of them to become a friend of the college. So far, more than 160 have said yes. 

Joseph J. Diorio, Harcum's director of public relations and marketing, who admits that he relies on Ms. Mixon 
to keep him "hip," says he finds the online service to be a good way for the college and its students to get to 
know each other better. 

Using MySpace is like "being able to walk into a residence hall and everybody's door is open," says Mr. Diorio. 
"We knew that's where students were going." 

Harcum keeps its MySpace page lively, with photos of students on the campus. Officials have also posted a 
picture of a cartoon rabbit with the caption: "College prepares you for the real world, which also sucks." 

"We thought, What the heck, it's not the official Harcum Web page," Mr. Diorio says. 

A student also writes a weekly blog for the college MySpace page. Current blog posts include some complaints 
about cafeteria food interjected in discussions about forthcoming events. Ms. Mixon plans to invite additional 
students to write for the blog, letting them vent honestly about anything on their minds. "They like Harcum," 
she says, "but they'd be honest about things they didn't like." 

'Not As Formal' 

In addition, the Harcum MySpace page includes dates of important events, such as volleyball games and alumni 
weekends. It also allows students to pose general questions to college officials, if they are not sure whom they 
need to talk to. "If they have a question and they can't get to the right person," Ms. Mixon says, "they have 
someplace to go." 

http://myspace.com/harcumcollege


Ashley M. Elliott, a veterinary-technology student in her second year at Harcum, says the Harcum MySpace 
page shows the college is making an effort to reach students. "It's down to the student's level," she says. "It's not 
as formal as the Web site." 

Becoming MySpace friends with a college may seem lame to some students. But Steven J. Arnone, another 
veterinary-technology student in his second year at Harcum, wants to convince his classmates that all the cool 
kids are doing it. 

"I'm spreading the word that it's not stupid," Mr. Arnone says. "To be honest, I'm proud. It's like slapping a 
college sticker on the back of your car." 

The MySpace service asks users to rank their friends, which could put Harcum in the awkward position of 
seeming to play favorites. Ms. Mixon says she picks the college's top friends randomly. "I just keep rotating 
them," she says. 

She says that the college may have a contest to determine who deserves to be listed as Harcum's favorite friend, 
possibly judging how much school spirit a student displays on his or her MySpace page. 

While Harcum has convinced a good portion of its student population to be its friends, some friends are closer 
than others. 

"I'm a friend, but I've never actually been to the site," says Shay Curry, who is in her first year studying early-
childhood education at Harcum. 

Ms. Curry says she felt obligated to befriend Harcum when the request came in — even though the invitation 
did not indicate that it was mandatory to do so. 

Matthew J. Roane, a Harcum psychology major who has four e-mail accounts, says he never uses his Harcum 
account or the college MySpace page. He finds out about announcements and events the old-fashion way — 
from printed fliers. 

Trying Too Hard? 

Just because students use new means of communication does not mean that colleges should, however. 

Some students at the University of Maryland at College Park, for instance, say they would rather keep talking to 
professors and campus officials through e-mail. 

"I like to separate my personal life from my school life," says Amanda J. Heilman, a freshman studying animal 
sciences at the university. 

Emily Diehl, another freshman majoring in animal sciences, agrees. "It would be weird if all your professors 
had Facebook," she says. 

But even the students who use their campus e-mail accounts will sometimes not open messages that appear to 
be from the college. 

"These students are walking spam filters," says Paul Lehmann, the director of student activities at Utica 
College. "They are masters of multiple forms of communication and have perfected the skill of cutting through 
the multiple forms of communication that they are bombarded with to find what they are interested in and want 
to reply to." 



The result, he says, is that no matter how important the message from the college, students will often choose to 
ignore it. 

"Students receive multiple 'official' messages a day, with information that runs the gamut of importance," says 
Stephanie Dupaul, director of undergraduate business admissions at Southern Methodist University's business 
school. "A reminder that there is a free movie in the student center on Friday night hits their in boxes with the 
same level of urgency as an announcement of registration deadlines or changes in official university policies." 

Pennsylvania State University has been trying different ways to use technology to reach students, including 
podcasts, RSS feeds, and Web video clips. 

The university's latest attempt is to use cellphone text messaging, by setting up a service that can blast 
announcements to students using the technology. 

Subscribers to the service can let the university know what types of messages they want to receive. Many 
choose to get updates on emergency announcements, such as school closures, and some also want to be notified 
about upcoming concerts or sports scores, which are available seconds after a Nittany Lions game has ended. 

Bill Mahon, assistant vice president for university relations at Penn State, says many students use text 
messaging more than e-mail. So administrators expected the plan to be popular with the students. 

"We thought maybe in a year we'd get 2,000 people," Mr. Mahon says of the program, which started in August. 
"As it turns out, in the first three weeks or so we have 1,000 subscribers." 

Mr. Mahon says the service will really come in handy in the winter, when snow can create havoc on campus. 
And the service has already proved useful, he says. Not long ago, a road near the campus was closed because of 
an oil spill. Penn State officials were able to let subscribers know immediately, so they could plan an alternate 
route. 

"In the old days, we couldn't do that," Mr. Mahon says. "We just let thousands of people drive on that road to 
find policemen sending them in a different direction." 

Not all students want the cell-phone service, he says. It is best to give them many options. "The key is, you can't 
do just one thing," he says. 

Web Portals 

Harrisburg University of Science and Technology, a new institution that began enrolling students last year, has 
already run into difficulties communicating with students. 

Because many students do not check their e-mail, officials are creating a Web portal for students. James B. 
Young, associate vice president for information services at the university, says the portal will be a place that lets 
students register for courses and find out about upcoming events, and that provides other services. 

But, he says, it will be much more informal than the main university Web page. He hopes to put a "youthful 
edge to it." 

"We're brand new and we're pushing habits early," Mr. Young says. "Hopefully MyHU will become an 
indispensable space." 



The University of South Carolina Upstate, on the other hand, is sticking with campus e-mail accounts. Officials 
have informed students that e-mail is the official means of communication and that they must check it. 

In the past, any student could send a message via campus e-mail to the entire student population. Students used 
the capability to find roommates and for other informal matters, but it also led to many unwanted messages for 
students. 

"So they stopped checking it," says Laura Puckett-Boler, assistant vice chancellor for student and diversity 
affairs. "They were missing announcements." 

So the university set up an electronic newsletter, called E-blast, that is sent out once a week with students' 
informal announcements and requests. Now only certain administrators can send bulk e-mail. 

Despite the requirement, not everybody on the campus uses their university e-mail accounts, she says. But 
students manage to get by, either by forwarding the information to another account, or just learning what they 
need to know through friends. 

"They're still responsible for the information," Ms. Puckett-Boler says. "Students figure out what to do." 

REACHING STUDENTS 

As some students reduce their use of e-mail in favor of other means of communication, colleges are trying new 
technologies to reach them. Among the new techniques: 

Cellphone Text Messages 
Students live and die by their cellphones. A few colleges now provide information, including snow closures and 
sports scores, to students instantly, wherever they are. 

Instant Messages 
Some professors now make themselves available to students via instant-messaging software, especially during 
office hours. And some admissions counselors use it to answer questions from prospective students faster, and 
through a medium in which many students are most comfortable. 

MySpace and Facebook 
Some colleges have begun using the popular social-networking services to provide information to their students, 
including calendars of events, deadlines, and other announcements. College officials also use the services to 
present a lighter side of an institutionsomething different from the stuffy main Web page. 

     



Social Media and College Admissions:  
The First Longitudinal Study  

Conducted by: 
Nora Ganim Barn es, Ph.D. (nbarnes@umassd.edu) 

Eric Mattson (eric@ericmattson.com) 
 
It’s no surprise that social media has changed the landscape of college admissions. The 
current generation graduating high school has been exposed to the Internet since 
childhood, and as such has been dubbed the “wired generation.” Be it wired or wireless, 
the 16-24 year olds of today are constantly connected — plugged into digital music 
devices, cell phones, the Internet, instant messenger and social networks, perhaps all on 
the same device.   
 
This world of interactivity and hyper-communication has fundamentally changed how 
teenagers and young adults receive, process and act on information. How can a university 
reach the eyes and ears of an audience that is largely responsible for the over one billion 
text messages sent per day in the United States? Furthermore, how do you capture the 
attention of a generation entirely raised on broadband Internet and instant gratification? 

 
The University of Massachusetts Dartmouth Center for Marketing Research recently 
conducted one of the first statistically significant, longitudinal studies on the usage of 
social media by college admissions offices. The new study compares adoption of social 
media between 2007 and 2008 by the admissions offices of all the four-year accredited 
institutions in the United States. The colleges and universities were identified using a 
directory compiled by the University of Texas. 
 
In early 2007 the first study of these schools and their use of social media was released.  
It revealed that institutions of higher education were outpacing the more traditional 
Fortune 500 companies as well as the innovative Inc. 500 companies in their use of social 
media to communicate with their customers (i.e., students). For example, at that time, 8% 
of the Fortune 500 companies were blogging compared with 19% of the Inc. 500 and 
32% of colleges and universities.  
 
This study revisits the admissions offices at institutions of higher education 
approximately one year later in the first longitudinal study on college admissions and the 
use of these new technologies. Given that a detailed wiki and a new longitudinal 
University of Massachusetts study now show that 13% of the Fortune 500 and 39% of the 
Inc. 500 currently have a public blog, it is interesting to note that college admissions 
departments continue to lead the pack with blogs at 41% of US colleges and universities. 
 
Like the 2007 study, the 2008 study is the result of a nationwide telephone survey of 
those four-year accredited institutions on the University of Texas list, under the direction 
of researchers Nora Ganim Barnes and Eric Mattson. All interviews took place in 
October and November of 2008.  

  



 
Both studies examined the familiarity with, usage of, and attitude towards social media 
by the admissions offices at US colleges and universities. The findings presented here 
from the 2008 study are based on 536 interviews and are valid within the range of +/- 
3.6%. (The 2007 study was based on interviews with 453 US colleges and universities 
and is valid within the range of +/-4%). To date, this is the most comprehensive study 
done of American institutions of higher education and their use of social media in their 
admissions activities.   
 
The results are fascinating and continue to support what the 2007 study documented for 
the first time: Colleges and universities are using social media to recruit and research 
prospective students. It is clear that online behavior can have important consequences for 
young people and that social networking sites can, and will, be utilized by others to make 
decisions about them.  
 
There is evidence of enthusiasm and eagerness to embrace these new communications 
tools but there is also evidence that these powerful tools are not being utilized to their 
potential. Schools using social media must learn the “rules of engagement” in the online 
world in order to maximize their effectiveness. 
 
Familiarity  
To begin, respondents were asked to rank their familiarity with blogging, podcasting, 
social networking, message boards and wikis from “very familiar” to “very unfamiliar”.  
The social media that was most familiar to college admissions departments both in 2007 
and 2008 is social networking with 55% of respondents claiming to be “very familiar 
with it” in the first study and 63% in 2008. Forty-four percent report they are very 
familiar with blogging.  
 
In fact, as the graph below shows, a significant percentage of admissions departments are 
very familiar with the technologies studied.  Even the technology least familiar to 
admissions officers (wikis), is very familiar to 26% of those surveyed.  Familiarity is up 
over the past year for social networking, video blogging and wikis.  It is slightly down for 
blogging, message boards and podcasting. 
 
This level of familiarity with social media tools is high and translates into usage.  It 
would appear that college admissions officers are moving in the direction of becoming 
familiar with new tools of communication at a rapid rate. (See Figure 1) 



 Figure 1 

 
Usage 
From familiarity the survey moved into examining actual usage of social media by the 
admissions offices. Sixty-one percent of the respondents in 2007 reported they use at 
least one form of social media. One year later, 85% of college admissions offices are 
using at least one form of social media. Usage is up for every tool studied. 
 
Social networking is the most common form with 61% of admissions departments using 
it. Forty-eight percent are using videoblogging and 41% have a blog. Almost all of those 
using a blog are using other forms of social media as well. 
 
Thirty-six percent use message boards, 16% use podcasts and 10% use wikis. Many 
respondents report faculty often set up wikis for research projects and sometimes students 
do for group projects, but it was not one of the tools that admissions departments 
commonly used. (In addition to these tools, schools reported using chat rooms, instant 
messaging and email to reach prospective students or alumni.) (See Figure 2) 
 
The use of social networking sites and video blogging has increased dramatically. This 
demonstrates increased sophistication with the use of sites like MySpace, Facebook and 
YouTube. At the same time, video is being used to deliver virtual tours of campuses, 
virtual visits to the dorms and sample lectures from the faculty.  
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Figure 2 

 
More private schools have blogs than public schools (72% vs. 28%) and 50% of schools 
with undergraduate populations of less than 2,000 have blogs.  Eight percent of schools 
with blogs are using some internally developed applications (down 3% from 2007).  
Others cite Blogger and WordPress as platforms. It is not uncommon for the admissions 
professional to be unfamiliar with the applications being used to host a blog. At most 
schools, the IT department sets up the blog and the admissions office manages it. When 
asked who manages their blog, the most popular answers were the admissions office, 
marketing and public relations.   
 
Importance 
The adoption of social media by admissions departments is being driven by familiarity 
and their recognition of the increasingly important role of social media in today’s world. 
Interestingly, admissions departments feel that social media is “very important” to their 
future strategy even more so than the Inc. 500 businesses (55% compared to 44%). Even 
more powerfully, it is worth noting that 89% of admissions departments feel that social 
media is at least “somewhat important” to their future strategy. 
 (See Figure 3) 
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 Figure 3 

 
Student Research  
A significant proportion of schools continue to research students via search engines 
(23%) and social networks (17%). While these numbers are slightly lower than those of 
the 2007 study, they are within the margin of error and cannot be considered significantly 
different. Certainly the traditional factors will still play dominant roles in admissions 
decisions however no longer can students place damaging material online without 
potential consequences.  
 
The admissions officers interviewed for this study reported using search engines and 
social networking sites to verify information or research students who were candidates 
for scholarships or entry into high-demand programs with limited spaces. In all these 
cases the intent was to protect the school from potential embarrassment. No school wants 
to announce the winner of a prestigious scholarship only to have compromising pictures 
be discovered on the Internet the next day. There were no reports of checking every 
applicant to an institution, no matter how small the school. Online research appears to be 
more of a precaution at this point or a source of additional information for critical 
decision making. 
 
The search engines used most often are Google and Yahoo while the social networking 
sites include Facebook and MySpace. The value of these social networking sites for 
college admissions offices cannot be underestimated. As more and more young people 
spend increased amounts of time on these online networks, an institutional presence will 
be mandatory. 
(See Figure 4 on the next page) 
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Figure 4  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Are colleges and universities using social media effectively? 
At first glance, college admissions’ usage of social media appears to be a case study in 
the timely adoption of new technology. A closer look shows some improvement 
necessary to maximize the effectiveness of these tools. Comparing the 2007 and 2008 
data, it becomes clear that there has been significant improvement as we look at the 
implementation of the most popular tool, blogging. 
 
The survey asked about blog logistics like accepting comments, promoting the blog and 
planning for the future of the blog. The answers to these and other questions from schools 
with blogs are interesting as it becomes clear they are learning about and using social 
media more effectively one year later. 
 
The mantra of the blogosphere is “conversation.” Blogs that are unattended lose their 
audience. In the 2007 study 37% of those schools with blogs did not accept comments.  
By any measure, this is a problem if the goal is to connect with prospective students 
through ongoing conversation with the school. In 2008 that figure dropped to 22%. 
 
For students and their parents looking to have a conversation online about particular 
aspects of university life, this increased interaction through comments can be significant.  
With more and more schools moving into multiple channels of social media, schools that 
don’t allow for conversation will quickly be passed by. Schools are clearly learning to 
use social media more effectively.  (See Figure 5) 
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Figure 5 
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Another blog characteristic that allows ease of conversation and increases participation is 
the use of “RSS” feeds and other notification methods like email or text message. This 
simplifies the blogosphere for readers who may want to keep up with a certain 
conversation or be informed of new information without having to check the blog of 
interest every day to see if there is something new.   
 
In the 2007 study, 46% of schools had an RSS feed available and 31% allowed email 
subscriptions. In 2008 those numbers rose to 49% and 48% respectively. Statistically, 
only email subscriptions show significant change.   
 
If students cannot easily connect and reconnect with a blog conversation, it is unlikely 
they will return. It is likely that some students are now choosing schools because of the 
relationships developed through the blog Every school should make it easy for students to 
be informed of new information appearing on their blog. It is quickly becoming a 
necessary feature of any blog. 
 
When asked what the future plans are for the school’s blog in 2007, the most popular 
answer was that there are NO future plans for the blog. This was disconcerting 
considering the swift movement and evolution of blog technology. In the 2008 study the 
most popular response was to expand the blog. Many schools now include audio 
podcasts, video and live chats as part of their blog and others are sure to follow.  
 
When asked if they felt their blogs were successful, 81% of schools with blogs said yes. 
This percentage was consistent across both studies. This finding is also consistent with 
studies in business that have consistently shown those using social media are satisfied 
with it and feel it provides positive results.   
 
Those schools not currently using social media, or a particular tool, were asked if they 
planned to in the future. Forty-two percent planned to add a blog in 2007 and 40% said 



they planned to in 2008, making blogs the most popular tool now and for the foreseeable 
future. Podcasting and video will probably be added quickly as part of the blog growth.  
(See Figure 5) 
 
Figure 5 

 
Are they listening? 
It is clear that admissions offices are now communicating in new ways. The next question 
is: Are they listening to what’s being said about their school online? Fifty-three percent in 
2007 and 54% in 2008 report they monitor the Internet for buzz, posts, conversations and 
news about their institution. Given the ease with which monitoring can be done, it is still 
somewhat surprising that just slightly over half of the institutions studied are doing it. 
(See Figure 6) 
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Figure 6 

 
The institutions monitoring social media reported doing so manually. Most were using 
simple Google searches using the name of their school. 
 
Those schools that monitor online activity as it relates to them tend to be schools with 
higher tuitions, private rather than public. They tend to be users of all forms of social 
media including blogs, podcasting and video. These schools are also more likely to 
research students online via social networking sites. 
 
Perceived importance of social media to the school does translate into monitoring 
behavior. Those schools with a culture where online communications are respected as 
having value are more likely to fully embrace that activity. They are gathering critical 
strategic information by listening to what is being said about their institutions and their 
competitors in the social media world. 
 
To be added to our email distribution list so that you can stay abreast of our research 
and writings, please email us at eric@ericmattson.com or nbarnes@umassd.edu.   
 

Do you monitor social media for buzz, posts, conversations and news about 
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Colleges & Universities Adopt Social Media to Recruit & Research 
Potential Students; Outpace Corporate Adoption of New 
Communications Tools & Technologies 
January 19, 2009 
by Admin 
SNCR Senior Fellow and Research Fellow Dr. Nora Ganim Barnes & Eric Mattson Lead First Longitudinal Study of Social 
Media Adoption by the Higher Education Sector 
Colleges and universities are using social media to recruit and research prospective students, and it is becoming 
increasingly clear that online behavior can have important consequences for young people. This was one of the key 
findings of a new research study, “Social Media and College Admissions: The First Longitudinal Study” conducted by Dr. 
Nora Ganim Barnes, Ph.D., Senior Fellow and Research Chair of the Society for New Communications Research and 
Chancellor Professor of Marketing at the University of Massachusetts Dartmouth and Eric Mattson, CEO of Financial 
Insite Inc., a Seattle-based research firm.  
The new study represents one of the first statistically significant, longitudinal studies on the usage of social media by 
college admissions offices. The study compares adoption of social media between 2007 and 2008 by the admissions 
offices of all the four-year accredited institutions in the United States. Like the 2007 study, the 2008 study is the result of a 
nationwide telephone survey of four-year accredited institutions. Both studies examined the familiarity with, usage of, and 
attitude toward social media by the admissions offices at US colleges and universities. The findings are based on 536 
interviews with college admissions officers. To date, this is the most comprehensive study on American institutions of 
higher education and their use of social media in their admissions activities.  
Key Findings include: 
• There has been significant growth in familiarity with, adoption of, and importance to mission of social media over one 
year ago.  
• Adoption has grown by 24% in one year: 61% in 2007 as compared with 85% in 2008. Usage increased for every social 
media type studied. 
• Adoption is being driven by admissions departments’ recognition of the increasing importance of social media in today’s 
world.  
• Colleges and universities are outpacing U.S. corporate adoption of social media tools and technologies (13% of the 
Fortune 500 and 39% of the Inc. 500 currently have a public blog, while 41% of college admissions departments have 
blogs). 
• Social networking is the tool most familiar to admissions officers, with 55% of respondents claiming to be “very familiar 
with it” in the first study and 63% in 2008.  
• A significant number of admissions officers use search engines (23%) and social networks (17%) to research 
prospective students. They use these tools to verify information or research students who are candidates for scholarships 
or entry into high-demand programs with limited spaces. In all these cases the intent is to protect the school from potential 
embarrassment. There were no reports of checking every applicant to an institution. Online research appears to be more 
of a precaution at this point or a source of additional information for critical decision making.  
• In addition to social networks, usage of YouTube has also increased substantially. Video is now being used to deliver 
virtual tours of campuses, virtual visits to the dorms, and sample lectures from the faculty.  
• 78% of private schools have blogs, versus 28% of public schools, and 50% of schools with undergraduate populations of 
less than 2,000 have blogs.  
• 40% of institutions not currently using social media plan to start a blog. 
• Nearly 90% of admissions departments feel that social media is “somewhat to very important” to their future strategy.  
“Those graduating high school today have been exposed to the Internet since childhood. They are constantly connected 
— plugged into digital music devices, cell phones, the Internet, instant messenger and social networks, perhaps all on the 
same device. This world of interactivity and hyper-communication has fundamentally changed how teenagers and young 
adults receive, process, and act on information,” stated Mattson.  
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“Social media have undeniably changed the landscape of college admissions,” added Barnes. “The value of these social 
media tools for college admissions offices cannot be underestimated. As more and more young people spend increased 
amounts of time communicating online, an institutional presence will become mandatory. “ 
The full executive summary of the study is available for download. 
 
In addition, Dr. Barnes will publish a paper based on the findings in the upcoming issue of the Society for New 
Communications Research’s Journal of New Communications Research and will present the findings via a webinar and at 
the Society for New Communications Research’s annual conference. 
  
  
 
Comments 
One Response to “Colleges & Universities Adopt Social Media to Recruit & Research Potential Students; 
Outpace Corporate Adoption of New Communications Tools & Technologies” 

 Dr. Astrid Sheil on January 23rd, 2009 5:47 pm  
This is a very interesting and exciting study that has much larger ramifications than only admissions. In many ways, 
the new g 
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Colleges and Universities Adopt Social Media to Recruit and Research Potential Students; Outpace Corporate 
Adoption of New Communications Tools and Technologies 

Society for New Communications Research Senior Fellow Dr. Nora Ganim Barnes and Eric Mattson Lead First 
Longitudinal Study of Social Media Adoption by the Higher Education Sector. 

Palo Alto, CA (PRWEB) January 20, 2009 -- Colleges and universities are using social media to recruit and research 
prospective students, and it is becoming increasingly clear that online behavior can have important consequences for 
young people. This was one of the key findings of a new research study, "Social Media and College Admissions: The 
First Longitudinal Study" conducted by Dr. Nora Ganim Barnes, Ph.D., Senior Fellow and Research Chair of the 
Society for New Communications Research (http://www.sncr.org) and Chancellor Professor of Marketing at the 
University of Massachusetts Dartmouth (http://www.umassd.edu/cmr/) and Eric Mattson, CEO of Financial Insite Inc., a 
Seattle-based research firm.  

The new study represents one of the first statistically significant, longitudinal studies on the usage of social media by 
college admissions offices. The study compares adoption of social media between 2007 and 2008 by the admissions 
offices of all the four-year accredited institutions in the United States. Like the 2007 study, the 2008 study is the result 
of a nationwide telephone survey of four-year accredited institutions. Both studies examined the familiarity with, usage 
of, and attitude toward social media by the admissions offices at US colleges and universities. The findings are based 
on 536 interviews with college admissions officers. To date, this is the most comprehensive study on American 
institutions of higher education and their use of social media in their admissions activities.  

Key Findings include: 

• There has been significant growth in familiarity with, adoption of, and importance to mission of social media over one 
year ago.  

• Adoption has grown by 24% in one year: 61% in 2007 as compared with 85% in 2008. Usage increased for every 
social media type studied. 

• Adoption is being driven by admissions departments' recognition of the increasing importance of social media in 
today's world.  

• Colleges and universities are outpacing U.S. corporate adoption of social media tools and technologies (13% of the 
Fortune 500 and 39% of the Inc. 500 currently have a public blog, while 41% of college admissions departments have 
blogs). 

• Social networking is the tool most familiar to admissions officers, with 55% of respondents claiming to be "very familiar 
with it" in the first study and 63% in 2008.  

• A significant number of admissions officers use search engines (23%) and social networks (17%) to research 
prospective students. They use these tools to verify information or research students who are candidates for 
scholarships or entry into high-demand programs with limited spaces. In all these cases the intent is to protect the 
school from potential embarrassment. There were no reports of checking every applicant to an institution. Online 
research appears to be more of a precaution at this point or a source of additional information for critical decision 
making.  

• In addition to social networks, usage of YouTube has also increased substantially. Video is now being used to deliver 
virtual tours of campuses, virtual visits to the dorms, and sample lectures from the faculty.  

• 78% of private schools have blogs, versus 28% of public schools, and 50% of schools with undergraduate populations 
of less than 2,000 have blogs.  

• 40% of institutions not currently using social media plan to start a blog. 
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• Nearly 90% of admissions departments feel that social media is "somewhat to very important" to their future strategy. 

"Those graduating high school today have been exposed to the Internet since childhood. They are constantly 
connected -- plugged into digital music devices, cell phones, the Internet, instant messenger and social networks, 
perhaps all on the same device. This world of interactivity and hyper-communication has fundamentally changed how 
teenagers and young adults receive, process, and act on information," stated Mattson.  

"Social media have undeniably changed the landscape of college admissions," added Barnes. "The value of these 
social media tools for college admissions offices cannot be underestimated. As more and more young people spend 
increased amounts of time communicating online, an institutional presence will become mandatory. " 

The full executive summary of the study is available for download at: 
http://www.umassd.edu/cmr/studiesresearch/mediaandadmissions.cfm.  

In addition, Dr. Barnes will publish a paper based on the findings in the upcoming issue of the Society for New 
Communications Research's Journal of New Communications Research and will present the findings via a webinar and 
at the Society for New Communications Research's annual conference. 

About the Center for Marketing Research at the University of Massachusetts - Dartmouth 

To facilitate the economic development of the region by providing an affordable, high-quality economic alternative to 
meeting business needs for research, training, and consulting in any and all aspects of Marketing. The Center for 
Marketing Research is associated with and maintains a close relationship with the Chambers of Commerce within 
southeastern Massachusetts. This unique relationship provides the Center with an effective business networking 
capability. For more information, visit http://www.umassd.edu/cmr/. 

About the Society for New Communications Research (SNCR) 

The Society for New Communications Research is a global nonprofit think tank dedicated to the advanced study of the 
latest developments in new media and communications, and their effect on traditional media and business models, 
communications, culture and society. SNCR creates a bridge between the academic community and practitioners using 
these new tools and methodologies, and is focused on research, education and best practices. For more information 
about the Society for New Communications Research, visit http://www.sncr.org or call +1 (650) 331-0083. 
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