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Discover the questions driving today's college search and the insights 
uncovered from more than 1,000 future undergraduates.

When it's time to commit, students seek clarity and reassurance. Discover 
what helps future students feel ready to choose a college.

Before students compare colleges, they decide which ones are worth 
considering. Learn what sparks curiosity and builds initial interest.

The strongest enrollment strategies align with how students actually make 
decisions. Explore the key lessons institutions can use to drive enrollment.

As students narrow their options, trust becomes essential. Explore the 
content, information, and experiences that help prospects evaluate fit.

Dive deeper into the data with additional charts, demographic breakdowns, 
and methodology details from the study.

See which messages, content types, and communication strategies help 
students move forward with confidence.
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We tackled a core question of modern enrollment.

Faced with dwindling resources and expanding roles, many 
enrollment and marketing leaders are relying on data and
strategies built for a student who no longer exists. The students 
entering the funnel in 2026 are closer to Gen Alpha than the
Gen Zers most traditionally think of. As this new generation
enters the funnel, higher ed faces a dilemma:

What types of content actually build an emotional 
connection and motivate prospective students to
take the next step toward enrollment?

Historically, enrollment marketing has relied on a broad, 
inspiration-first playbook (that gets translated into a large 
nobody-reads-this viewbook). Institutions create stylized
brands and abstract messaging about “finding your passion”
or “transforming your future” (we call that the sea of sameness).

The assumption was that emotional connection must be 
manufactured through lifestyle aspirations, while “dry,” 
practical details like price and career outcomes would scare 
away prospects and needed to be saved for late in the funnel.

This study challenges that assumption. By surveying over 
1,000 traditional-aged prospective students, we investigated 
how today’s prospects utilize content across different stages 
of their decision-making process. The findings reveal a 
dramatic shift in student expectations.

Modern prospects are not consumers of campus life 
branding; they are highly pragmatic, risk-averse evaluators. 
They rely on surprising content types to resolve personal and 
financial anxieties, assess institutional credibility, and find a 
clear, friction-free path forward.

https://www.visionpointmarketing.com/sea-of-sameness/
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To help colleges and universities 
adapt, this study moves beyond 
channel preferences to map 
content type, format, and 
delivery channel directly to
the student’s emotional and 
psychological state.

In doing so, we identify not only 
what helps students decide but 
what inspires them to choose your 
institution.

5
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VisionPoint Marketing and ADV 
Market Research conducted a 
national survey of over 1,000 
traditional-aged prospective 
college students. Participants had 
to reside within the United States, 
be between the ages of 16 and 18, 
and intend to enroll in a higher 
education institution within the 
next three years.

Who Are Today's 
Prospects?

The survey respondents reflect a diverse mix of prospective students, including:

● Gender Identity:  52% female, 41% male.

● Race & Ethnicity:  50% White, 29% Black or African American, 20% 
Hispanic or Latino/a.

● Household Income:  29% under $50K; 29% between $50K and $100K.

● Intended College Type:  65% plan to attend a 4-year college, 35% plan 
to attend a 2-year college.

● Academic Clarity: 42% know exactly what they want to study, 38% 
have a general idea but are not fully decided, 14% are considering a few 
different areas, and 6% are completely undecided.

● Funnel Stage Distribution:  36% identified as Exploring (starting to 
look), 27% as Researching (comparing schools), 13% as Applying 
(preparing or currently applying), and 24% as Enrolling (deciding or 
already committed).

For a more detailed look at the participant demographics, visit our appendix on 
page 61.

Profiles

6
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The data from this study points to three surprising trends that must reshape how
higher education institutions structure their marketing and enrollment communications.

Our Top Findings

7



8Undergraduate Research Study

Before prospective students 
can fall in love with your 
campus, they need to 
answer the basics:

“Can I afford this? 
Will it be worth it? 

What do my family 
and friends think?”

8Undergraduate Research Study
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55% of students say cost or scholarship 
information most influences their 
decision to learn more about a college.

The Funnel Is Upside Down
Before prospective students can fall in love with your campus, 
they need to answer the basics: Can I afford this? Will it be 
worth it? What do my family and friends think? The aspirational, 
identity-level questions (Do I belong here? Can I see myself on 
this quad?) come later. But most colleges communicate in the 
opposite order, leading with brand, lifestyle, and emotional 
storytelling up front, and saving the tangible things like cost and 
outcomes for the bottom of the funnel.

When asked what most influences their decision to learn more 
about a new college, the top answer across all student types 
was “cost & scholarship information.” And 51% of students 
selected “feeling confident about career outcomes” as the thing 
that made them feel most connected to a college. Prospective 
students even said that “seeing clear outcomes” was the most 
important factor in determining fit. 

Flip the pyramid right-side up. Move cost and outcomes forward. 
For prospects, it’s the first and most important signal of whether 
your college is for them (more on that in the next section). This 
information, just as much as student life insights or Instagram 
reels, helps them answer the question of “do I belong?”
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Cost & Outcomes Aren’t Cold Data

Cost isn’t just about building confidence, though. 
Our survey revealed that cost transparency, 
career outcomes, and step-by-step guidance 
actually build the deepest emotional 
connection  with a prospect. But “be transparent” 
can't mean “post a big intimidating number.” It 
means contextualizing net price, what a student will 
likely actually pay.

And, cost shouldn’t travel alone. Families see a 
mountain of impending debt and ask, “How could 
this be worth it?” Outcomes are the answer. 

Outcomes information scores high on importance 
at every stage of the funnel. The most persuasive 
proof (including specific salary and placement data 
and real student outcomes) is the hardest content 
to get out the door, but it is also the information 
that will stand out most. 

10

1 2out 
of

students say cost and financial 
aid information influences their 

readiness to commit.

39%
of students say outcomes 

information establishes their 
connection with a college.
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We need to treat cost 
and outcomes as a 
single, paired 
argument that 
inspires confidence 
and emotionally 
connects students 
with an institution.  
Lead with it early, but 
keep making it all the 
way through. 
Contextualize price in 
both directions, 
showing that sticker 
price is not what 
students will actually 
pay and that students 
can expect a return on 
investment.

Cost & Outcomes Aren’t Cold Data
EXPLORING RESEARCHING APPLYING ENROLLING

Content Type
Feel a

Personal 
Connection

Feel a
Personal 

Connection

Trust a
School

Emotionally 
Ready to
Commit

Cost and financial aid information 22% 21% 29% 49%

Outcomes information 21% 25% 22% 39%

Step-by-step admissions guidance 17% 17% 18% 30%

Photos or visuals showing campus and student life 20% 21% 16% 29%

Student-led videos about their experience 26% 30% 24% 28%

Live or interactive experiences 19% 17% 20% 26%

Academic program pages with clear summaries 20% 17% 26% 24%

Written student stories or profiles 17% 20% 17% 22%

Social media posts from the school 14% 13% 8% 17%

Faculty perspectives about programs or classes 14% 14% 15% 12%

Content That Establishes a Connection
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Cost & Outcomes Aren’t Cold Data
EXPLORING RESEARCHING APPLYING ENROLLING

Content Type
Spark Your 
Interest or 
Curiosity

Help
You Feel

Confident

Move
Forward with 

Applying

Make a 
Confident 
Decision

Cost and financial aid information 45% 57% 49% 58%

Outcomes information 40% 43% 38% 41%

Academic program pages with clear summaries 38% 37% 42% 33%

Step-by-step admissions guidance 25% 31% 37% 38%

Photos or visuals showing campus and student life 30% 26% 25% 18%

Live or interactive experiences 21% 22% 28% 24%

Student-led videos about their experience 22% 29% 13% 23%

Social media posts from the school 22% 13% 14% 17%

Written student stories or profiles 17% 14% 18% 14%

Faculty perspectives about programs or classes 14% 13% 14% 14%

Content That Conveys Information & Establishes Momentum

We need to treat cost 
and outcomes as a 
single, paired 
argument that 
inspires confidence 
and emotionally 
connects students 
with an institution.  
Lead with it early, but 
keep making it all the 
way through. 
Contextualize price in 
both directions, 
showing that sticker 
price is not what 
students will actually 
pay and that students 
can expect a return on 
investment.
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We Have a Timing Crisis, Not a Volume Crisis

When enrollment leaders look at 
communication performance, they often 
frame engagement drops as a volume issue, 
leading them to either scale back campaigns 
or bombard students with more emails. 
However, our study shows that higher 
education does not have a communication 
volume problem, it has a timing problem.

Early-stage students are hungry for program 
and financial information, yet they feel 
neglected. By the time they reach the 
application stage, they are barraged with 
repetitive, marketing-heavy messages
when they actually need quiet, friction-
free support. To move students forward,
our communications sequences must
align with the student’s psychological
state at each milestone.

13

35%

20%

15% 16%

48%

55%
52%

57%

17%

25%

32%

27%

I don’t receive enough 
information.

I receive the
right amount.

I receive too much and 
often ignore it.

Exploring Researching Applying Enrolling

Undergraduate Research Study
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Effective Content Fulfills Multiple Roles

Understand What a School Is Really Like
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Most striking in 
these results is 
simply how similar 
they are – the 
types of content 
and student 
engagement that 
most effectively 
help students 
understand what a 
school is really like 
are also the very 
same types of 
content and 
engagement that 
establish a 
connection with a 
school.

14

Live/interactive 
experiences

Cost 
information

Faculty videos

Program summary 
pages

Social media 
posts

Written student 
stories

Photos /
visuals

Outcomes 
information

Student-led 
videos

Step-by-step 
admissions 
guidance

15%
15%

20% 28% 34% 41% 47% 54%

26%

38%

49%

60%
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To help your institution turn these insights into an actionable enrollment strategy, this study
is organized around our findings on the four stages of the prospective student journey.

Four Student Journey Stages

15
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In the following sections, we dissect the specific content types, formats, channels, 
and tactical recommendations that will maximize engagement at each step:

CURIOSITY

Exploring
ACTION

Applying
EVALUATION

Inquiring
COMMITMENT

Yield & Enrolling

We examine the broad 
filtering mechanisms 
students use when they 
first encounter a school, 
how to optimize top-of-
funnel organic and paid 
social media for 
authenticity, and why
cost transparency must be 
moved to the front
of your marketing.

We explore how students 
evaluate fit through 
external, verifiable 
proof. We look at the gap 
between what students 
want from a college 
website and what they 
typically experience, 
highlighting the rising 
importance of student-
led content.

We pivot to 
transactional friction 
reduction , covering the 
immense utility of 
step-by-step admissions 

checklists, how to leverage 

email

as a high-conversion 

transactional tool, and the 

structural limitations
of SMS/text message 
marketing.

We analyze how to seal 
the enrollment decision  
by aligning financial 
calculators, career 
outcomes data, and 
peer-to-peer on-campus 
yield events to build final 
commitment and combat 
summer melt.

Four Student Journey Stages
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02Exploring (Prospect)



18Undergraduate Research Study

The Explorer is the entry point of the college search. 
Typically a high school sophomore or junior, this 
student is asking questions like “Is this school a realistic 
fit for my life, and can I trust what they say about 
themselves?” This stage is characterized by high 
curiosity and intense uncertainty. Because Explorers have 
not yet committed to any brand, they display low loyalty 
and engage in rapid, aggressive filtering.

Yet, despite this curiosity, many prospects at this stage 
say they do not receive enough communication from 
colleges. While enrollment offices often worry about 
overwhelming prospects early, Explorers are experiencing 
an information void. By holding back meaningful contact 
until a student formally registers as an inquiry, institutions 
miss their single best window to shape the student’s 
consideration set.

Exploring (Prospect)

Explorers report that they do not 
receive enough communication 
from colleges and universities.

1 3out 
of

18
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55% of Explorers say cost or 
scholarship information.

43% of Explorers say the school’s 
reputation or rankings.

43% of Explorers say a specific 
academic program.

What Matters for
Initial Engagement?
Explorers do not interact with a brand 
sequentially; they filter it instantly. Before a 
student decides to spend any time investigating a 
college, they apply three strict criteria to 
determine whether the institution is worth their 
consideration: cost or scholarship information 
(55%), reputation or rankings (43%), and a specific 
academic program (43%).

The weight of these filters changes based on the 
student's target institution. For instance, students 
seeking a four-year degree are significantly 
more driven by prestige metrics, prioritizing 
reputation and rankings at a much higher rate 
(48%) than their two-year peers (33%).

Undergraduate Research Study

When you first hear about a college, what most 
influences whether you decide to learn more?
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When you first hear about a college, what most influences whether you decide to learn more?

55%

43%

43%

33%

22%

21%

18%

14%

8%

8%

4%
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45%
of Explorers said that clear cost 
and financial aid information sparks 
interest or curiosity to learn more.

40%
of Explorers said that outcomes 
information sparks interest or 
curiosity to learn more.

A critical mistake in enrollment marketing is treating 
cost and return on investment (ROI) as late-funnel 
transactional topics. In reality, cost is an early-stage 
gatekeeper. Cost transparency builds trust and 
establishes institutional legitimacy. If an Explorer 
cannot easily find high-level financial signals, they may 
assume the school is out of reach and filter it out.

Clear Cost Info Matters Early The Search Engine Mandate

25%
of Explorers said that Google or 
other search engines spark interest 
or curiosity to learn more.

When it comes to discoverability, search results are 
more critical during the Exploring stage than at any 
other point in the funnel. Search results are key to both 
sparking curiosity (25%) and establishing initial trust 
(24%). Google also significantly outperforms AI search 
for early discovery.

But with the rise of generative search, institutions must 
optimize digital content for AI-SEO to easily populate 
Google’s AI Overviews when an Explorer asks, "What are 
the best affordable nursing programs near me?"
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What Students Tune Out

students skip, ignore, or scroll past 
digital/social content.

Just as important as what works is what Explorers 
reject. Standard broadcast channels rank near the 
bottom for sparking early interest, with school emails 
(14%), mailed materials (8%), and digital ads (8%) all 
failing to make a significant portion of prospective 
students want to learn more about a college.

Furthermore, Explorers actively skip or ignore 
repetitive (34%) or inauthentic (33%) messaging, 
digital ads/posts/emails (32%), and faculty/program 
explanations (29%). These channels certainly shouldn’t 
be eliminated, but an overreliance on them will fail to 
engage students at this stage.

22Undergraduate Research Study

1 3out 
of



Undergraduate Research Study 2323

Digital/social content (ads, posts, emails) 32%

Faculty/program explanations 29%

Written student stories 24%

Academic program summaries 19%

Admissions step-by-step guidance 19%

Campus photos/visual imagery 18%

Student-led videos 17%

Career outcomes information 15%

Live or interactive experiences 14%

Cost/financial aid information 13%

None of these 17%

It feels repetitive 34%

It takes too long to get to the point 33%

It feels inauthentic 33%

It feels like it’s trying too hard to sell 32%

It feels irrelevant to me 26%

It doesn’t answer my actual questions 26%

It feels overwhelming 24%

It doesn’t give me specific information 23%

I don’t trust it 19%

What Students Tune Out Why Students Tune Out
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The Role of
Social Media

So if Explorers are ignoring digital content, where do they turn to satisfy their 
curiosity and seek a personal connection? They still go to organic and paid 
social media. However, their standard for engagement is strict: They demand 
absolute authenticity.

Our study examined what creative attributes actually capture attention in social 
channels. The contrast between peer-to-peer realism and high-production 
agency design is undeniable, with 54% of students stating that seeing real 
students in social content is what successfully commands their attention.

Also of note, the “hip” methods on social media – trendy music (24%), lively 
editing (22%), motion graphics/animation (21%), or participating in current 
trends (20%) – were far less effective than the purity of seeing real peers, 
authentic dorm setups, and unvarnished day-to-day student life.

This applies equally to online learners looking for community and on-campus 
students trying to visualize their physical fit. They are looking to make a human 
connection.

24

students state that 
seeing real students in 
social content is what 

successfully commands 
their attention.

1 2out 
of
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What makes a digital ad from a college (social media, YouTube, websites) likely to get your attention?

54%

53%

36%

33%

24%

22%

21%

20%

2%
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Shift resources toward student-led content creation. Feature real students 
documenting their unvarnished campus lives. Top-of-funnel paid ads should 
visually mimic organic user-generated content (UGC) to naturally fit a 
student's feed.

1 Embrace the Feel of User-Generated Content

Do not direct ad and social media traffic to a generic page. Route prospects 
to dedicated landing pages that immediately address the big early filters: 
high-level net price ranges, prominent rankings/reputation signals, and 
direct pathways to career outcomes.

2 Incorporate High-Value Signals on Landing Pages

Audit your program pages to ensure they are optimized for natural language 
queries and generative search engines. By restructuring content to provide 
direct, transparent answers to search queries regarding program costs and 
career paths, you ensure your institution is prioritized in Google’s AI Overview.

3 Implement a Proactive AI-SEO Audit

So what?
To win the attention of the 
Explorer, institutions must 
strip away corporate polish 
and provide immediate, 
low-friction answers to 
early questions of cost, fit, 
and program availability.
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03Inquiring
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Once a student moves past 
initial exploration, they 
transition into the Inquiry 
stage. They are now 
actively researching and 
comparing their options, 
asking questions such as:

“Is this school a 
realistic, practical fit 

for my life? Can I trust 
what this institution 

says about itself?”

28Undergraduate Research Study
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The Inquirer is searching for fit, building a 

personal connection, and finding verifiable

proof that your institution can deliver on its 

academic, financial, and social promises.
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Useful Content Is 
Emotional Content
The single most critical revelation of this 
research stage is that information and 
emotion are not separate student 
experiences. Higher ed marketers often 
separate “informational” campaigns (focused on 
facts, deadlines, and figures) from “emotional” 
ones (focused on feelings, storytelling, and 
spirit).

For the Inquirer, however, this division does not 
exist. The data demonstrates that students 
build their deepest emotional connections 
to a school when their practical questions 
are answered  with clarity and honesty.

Undergraduate Research Study

What makes you feel most confident when 
deciding which colleges to seriously consider?

57%
of Inquirers said clear cost 

and financial aid information

43%
of Inquirers said

outcomes information
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Students assess institutional fit through external, 
objective evidence. When asked what makes them trust 
that a college is a good fit, their top signals are:

Measuring Fit & 
Establishing Trust

31

58% seeing clear career outcomes 
(jobs, internships, etc.)

53% a strong overall
reputation

45% hearing directly from
current students

While not the highest-performing tactic, student-led 
videos performed their best at this stage. 29% of 
Inquirers said student-led videos helped them feel 
confident when deciding which colleges to seriously 
consider, and 30% said those videos make them feel 
a personal connection to a school.

These trust signals share a common characteristic: They 
are perceived as external, verifiable validation. Trust is 
not built by what the institution says about itself but by 
what can be independently corroborated.

Inquirers said that student-led 
videos make them feel a personal 
connection to a school.1 3out 

of
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Which of the following makes you trust that a college could be a good fit for you?

58%

53%

45%

38%

28%

28%

25%
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Four-year Inquirers
These students rely heavily on peer and institutional 
status signals. They are significantly more likely to 
assess fit based on overall reputation (58% vs. 44% for 
two-years) and hearing directly from current students 
(50% vs. 36%). For these students, peer-led content 
spikes to its highest utility at this stage, serving as a vital 
driver of connection.

Two-year Inquirers
These students define fit much more practically. They 
are significantly more likely at this stage to value hearing 
from faculty explaining how programs work (36% vs. 
23% for four-year prospects). For the two-year seeker, 
trust is built through direct, professional mentorship and 
academic clarity rather than peer-to-peer social 
validation.

The specific proof points required to build trust also show variance based on the type of college a student plans to attend.

Two-Year vs. Four-Year Split

50%
of four-year Inquirers trust that a 
college is a good fit when hearing 
directly from current students. 1 3out 

of

two-year Inquirers trust that a 
college is a good fit when hearing 
about programs from faculty.
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An institution’s website is its most critical digital asset during the Inquiry stage, scoring high for 
establishing trust (33%) and motivating action (30%). However, our study reveals a severe 

disconnect between what students want from a website and what they actually experience.

The Role of Your Website

34
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Students have clearly had poor or unhelpful experiences 
with program pages and institutional websites. Only 
17% say program pages help build a personal 
connection , and less than one-third say they help them 
understand the institution. In fact, 29% of students say 
they actively ignore traditional faculty-led program 
explanations, and 19% skip standard academic 
program summaries  entirely.

However, survey data reveals exactly what students 
want  from those pages and clearly aren’t getting. 
Inquirers want cost and financial information (57%), 
outcomes information (43%), admissions guidance 
(31%), and student-led videos (29%). What better place 
for that information to live than on program pages? 

The Role of Your Website

Essentially, the disconnect lies in the execution, not the 
channel. Students ignore these pages because they are 
typically written in dry, academic boilerplate that reads 
more like a course catalog than a pathway to their future. 
VisionPoint builds program pages like the above that are 
written with students and SEO in mind, which means 
including as much transparent information on ROI and 
student experience as possible.

https://www.visionpointmarketing.com/portfolio/northwest-missouri-state-university/
https://www.visionpointmarketing.com/portfolio/northwest-missouri-state-university/
https://www.visionpointmarketing.com/humanizing-seo-writing-seo-driven-content-for-humans-first/
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A “Human” Call to Action

While students are largely searching and inquiring 
online, the digital experience must not exist in a vacuum. 
When comparing schools, the touchpoints that build the 
highest levels of trust and personal connection are 
overwhelmingly human. There’s a common 
misconception that Gen Z is antisocial or avoids 
contact, but in-person events and campus visits (49%) 
and conversations with friends, family, or counselors 
(45%) consistently outperform every digital touchpoint.

Your website and program pages still need to include 
the information students are looking for, but the clear 
CTA at this stage should be to facilitate human contact. 
Your digital pages must act as low-friction launchpads 
that easily guide inquiring students toward real-world 
peer-to-peer and counselor interactions.

Loyola 
University 
Chicago’s 
graduate and 
professional 
admission 
website directs 
students on 
program pages 
to schedule a 
visit, set up an 
appointment, 
join an event, 
and experience 
the city.

https://www.visionpointmarketing.com/portfolio/loyola-university-chicago/
https://www.visionpointmarketing.com/portfolio/loyola-university-chicago/
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Strip the institutional jargon and course-catalog boilerplate from your 
academic program pages. Redesign these pages to lead with the specific 
answers Inquirers are looking for: clear net cost expectations, direct career 
and internship outcomes, and student-driven perspectives.

1 Humanize Your Program Pages

Since student-led video content spikes in utility during this evaluation stage, 
do not isolate these assets to organic social feeds. Embed unpolished, 
authentic student-led video diaries and Q&As directly on your main financial 
aid, admissions, and academic program landing pages.

2 Utilize Student Videos Properly

Treat your website as an on-ramp to personal relationships. Prioritize 
immediate connections with your CTAs: scheduling an on-campus visit, 
registering for a student-led Q&A panel, or launching a real-time chat with a 
current student ambassador or admissions counselor.

3 Prioritize Human Contact in CTAs

So what?
To capture and hold the 
attention of the Inquirer, 
institutions must optimize 
their primary digital 
channels to merge 
authentic, transparent 
information with accessible 
human connection.
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04Applying
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When a student moves from the Inquirer stage into the 
Applicant stage, their attention narrows. The Applicant 
has largely decided they're interested, and now 
they need clarity on process and reassurance the 
institution is trustworthy.  This is where friction kills 
momentum. At this stage of the cycle, students are often 
applying to multiple institutions simultaneously, 
managing high school graduation requirements, and 
confronting complex, unfamiliar application portals.

Rather than feeling energized by marketing messages, 
they are highly susceptible to communication 
fatigue and burnout. What they need is a clear path, 
not more content. Every piece of communication 
delivered at this stage must serve a functional purpose; if 
it does not actively lower the barrier to submission, it 
risks becoming part of the marketing noise that students 
tune out.

Applying

Applicants report that 
they receive too much 
communication from 
colleges and actively 
ignore or tune it out.

1 3out 
of

39
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Utility & Trust

of Applicants state that step-by- 
step admissions guidance is what 
actively moves them forward.

Because the student’s focus has narrowed to 
application at this stage, the content types they value 
are strictly utilitarian. This is the stage where 
information is stripped of its marketing packaging 
and judged entirely on its practical usefulness.

Our study tracked how the perceived value of different 
content types shifts across the enrollment funnel. One 
of the most dramatic shifts occurs (unsurprisingly) 
around step-by-step admissions guidance. The 
effectiveness of step-by-step admissions guidance 
surges from 25% during inquiry to 37% during 
application.

40Undergraduate Research Study

37%
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42% of Applicants want clear academic 
program summaries at this stage.

49% of Applicants say cost and financial 
aid information remain critical here.

In addition to clear procedural guidance, Applicants 
require highly specific academic and financial 
confirmation points to finalize their submissions:

Confirmation Points Establishing Trust

When it comes to moving students forward in the funnel 
at the application stage, establishing trust becomes the 
key metric. The human connection (previously 
mentioned as key for Inquirers) remains extremely 
relevant here, with in-person events (47%) and 
friends, family, or counselors (44%) the clear 
content formats in building that trust.

Practically speaking, Q&As, campus tours, and info 
sessions provide human reassurance no digital content 
can replicate. And you shouldn’t only be engaging with 
students at this stage. With 44% of Applicants heavily 
influenced by friends, family, and counselors, a broad 
effort to engage a prospective student’s entire 
circle will see the best success.

41

The student is constantly validating whether the work 
required to apply is justified by the eventual return on 
investment, which means they need clear information 
about the programs they’re interested in, plus the cost 
and outcomes of pursuing that program.
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It’s no secret that email and text are among the most popular forms of institutional communication at
the application stage, but the role of email and text is different from what many marketers may expect.

The Role of Email & Text

42
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Email is the ultimate channel for transactional, 
deadline-driven, step-by-step progression. 
When a student is trying to finish an application, 
they do not want to see a digital ad (11%) or 
mailed material (18%).  They want a direct, 
personalized message in their inbox that outlines 
exactly what is missing, when it is due, and a 
single-click link to resolve the task.

However, because Applicants feel inundated at 
this stage, you must make every email count. If 
your institution continues to send mass, generic 
brand messages or dozens of application 
reminders, you will accelerate the rate at which 
students ignore your primary transactional 
channel.

Undergraduate Research Study

prospective students say 
email communications are 
highly effective at 
motivating action-taking.1 3out 

of

While email is weaker at sparking curiosity (20%) 
or building a personal connection (22%) early in 
the funnel, it emerges as a critical driver of 
action-taking (31%) during the application stage.

Using Email
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Despite industry assumptions, student 
preference for engaging with colleges via text 
message remains incredibly low. Only 11% 
report that texting establishes trust and 11% 
say it motivates action-taking.

Texting is viewed as a highly personal medium by 
these prospects. When institutions over-utilize 
SMS for general marketing, deadline nudges, or 
soft engagement, it is perceived as intrusive and 
annoying. Texting should be reserved almost 
exclusively for critical, time-sensitive 
transactional notifications  (such as a notice 
that an application is incomplete or an interview 
is scheduled) rather than acting as a primary 
marketing vector.

of prospective students say 
texting establishes trust or 
motivates action-taking.11%

Last year, our adult learner study surprised many 
by revealing that 52% of adult learners prefer text 
messaging for receiving important application 
information. A common assumption in modern 
enrollment management is that because Gen Z is 
mobile-first, text messaging is also the ideal 
channel for traditional undergraduate recruitment. 
The data directly refutes this.

Using Text

Undergraduate Research Study

https://www.visionpointmarketing.com/resources/adult-learners-higher-ed-marketing-in-2025/
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Conduct an audit of all active communications targeting students in the 
"Applying" stage. Hold back on any high-level brand storytelling, campus life 
videos, or repetitive general interest emails, instead utilizing clear, targeted 
messages focused on the admissions process and program costs.

1 Pivot Comms to Actionable Utility

Set up automated workflows that trigger hyper-targeted checklists based 
on Applicant status. For example, rather than sending a generic "Finish 
Application" email, deliver "Missing Document" reminders or "Major-Specific 
Application Guides" that detail the precise requirements for each student.

2 Build Personalized CRM Workflows

Students will quickly abandon an application if the portal is difficult to 
navigate or clunky on a smartphone. Ensure your application portals are 
mobile-friendly, clean, and free of extraneous marketing copy, unnecessary 
images, or multistep redirects.

3 Optimize Application Portals

So what?
To convert Applicant 
interest into completed 
submissions, institutions 
must send strategic, highly 
targeted, friction-reducing 
communications.
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05Yielding & Enrolling
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At the yielding and 
enrolling stage, the 
student is not looking 
for new information but 
continued affirmation. 
They’re asking:

“Is this degree truly worth 
the lifetime investment? 

Am I emotionally and 
socially ready to commit 

my future here?”

47Undergraduate Research Study
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According to our survey, cost and outcomes 
content hits peak emotional resonance at this 

stage, with students looking for certainty rather 

than doubt. It’s all about motivating action here.
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The Catalyst of Cost

We’ve mentioned cost and outcomes a lot in this 
report, but those talking points consistently 
remained atop prospects’ interests through every 
stage of the funnel. Half of respondents said that 
cost and financial aid information is what 
makes them feel emotionally ready to commit 
to an institution.

This number rises even higher when it comes to 
instilling confidence in prospects, with cost and 
financial aid information (58%) easily acting as 
the most powerful tool for helping Enrollers 
make an informed decision.  For a student on the 
cusp of enrollment, transparent financial numbers 
are the ultimate relief of anxiety. When an 
institution provides a clear, understandable net 
price, it finally allows the student to emotionally 
bond with the idea of attending.

1 2out 
of

students feel emotionally ready 
to commit by receiving cost and 

financial aid information.

58%
of students say cost and 

financial aid information is the 
most powerful tool for making 

an informed decision.
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of Enrollers rely on 
outcomes data to make 
an informed decision.

41%

50

Outcomes Assurance

Similarly, career outcomes data serves a dual role in 
bridging logic and emotion at the final gateway. 
41% of Enrollers rely on outcomes data to make 
an informed decision , with 39% saying that 
outcomes data establishes their final emotional 
readiness to deposit.

Email (31%) and mailed material (23%) perform 
better at this stage than any other for 
motivating action , so now is the time to utilize 
personalized, outcomes-focused yield campaigns.

When students see concrete proof of where 
graduates work and how their careers progress, 
they feel a sense of security. Knowing there is a 
viable path from enrollment to employment builds 
the psychological safety necessary to commit.
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Get Students on Campus

Digital tools are excellent for guiding and informing, 
but at the yield stage, the impact of human, 
in-person engagement is unmatched.

51

In stark contrast, virtual sessions and webinars stay 
near bottom of student preferences, scoring just 
15% for building connection and 14% for motivating 
action.

It seems after years of virtual alternatives, Gen Z 
Enrollers and their families place immense 
value on physical touchpoints. Seeing the 
campus in person, meeting prospective classmates, 
and talking directly to faculty and current students 
are the actions that solidify enrollment.

Virtual events cannot replicate the sensory 
reassurance of walking the campus grounds and 
feeling a sense of physical belonging.

We’ve all heard (or said) some version of “if a 
prospect can just visit the campus, they’ll realize they 
belong.” But despite the cliche, in-person events 
such as campus visits and admitted student days 
score extraordinarily high  across all key yield 
metrics, driving personal connection (49%), trust 
(47%), and even motivating action-taking (43%).

students say in-person events 
are the most effective way to 
build a personal connection 
with an institution.1 2out 

of



52Undergraduate Research Study

What 
content 
formats/ 
channels 
engage 

students 
and move 

them 
forward in 
the funnel?

EXPLORING RESEARCHING APPLYING ENROLLING

Content Format
Sparks

Curiosity

Builds a
Personal 

Connection

Establishes
Trust

Motivates 
Action-Taking

In-person events (college fairs, campus visits) 48% 49% 47% 43%

Friends, family, or counselors 46% 45% 44% 43%

College websites 35% 25% 33% 30%

Organic social media posts (Instagram, TikTok, etc.) 32% 34% 23% 19%

Email communications from colleges 20% 22% 25% 31%

Mailed materials from colleges 19% 20% 18% 23%

Search results (Google or other search engines) 25% 12% 24% 18%

Digital ads (social ads, display ads, YouTube ads) 17% 16% 11% 15%

 Virtual events/webinars 8% 15% 13% 14%

Text messages 9% 13% 11% 11%

Reddit or online forums 9% 9% 16% 9%

AI-assisted search tools (e.g., ChatGPT, Gemini) 10% 9% 10% 11%
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Treat admitted student days and campus visits as the central pillar of your 
yield campaign. Deploy a synchronized, personalized campaign across 
physical mail, email, and targeted digital ads directed not just at the student, 
but at the entire family unit.

1 Launch Coordinated Pushes to Campus Events

Design your yield events to maximize peer-to-peer connections. Host 
student-led Q&A panels, facilitate small-group discussions with faculty in 
their specific departments, and coordinate opportunities for admitted 
students to meet and swap contact information with future classmates.

2 Prioritize In-Person Connections

Maintain a consistent drumbeat of content focused on real-world proof. 
Deliver short, authentic stories highlighting graduates' career placements, 
internship highlights, and professional outcomes directly to deposited 
students to continuously reassure them that their investment is safe.

3 Deploy Targeted Yield and Anti-Melt Campaigns

So what?
To maximize yield and 
combat summer melt, 
institutions must align their 
late-funnel campaigns 
around financial clarity and 
high-impact on-campus 
human experiences.
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06Conclusion
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This study set out to understand what types of 
content help prospective students move from 
awareness to enrollment. The findings suggest 
that the answer is more nuanced than a simple 
list of preferred formats or channels.

Across the enrollment journey, students are 
attempting to resolve uncertainty, build 
confidence, and determine whether a given 
institution represents a viable and compelling 
choice.

In conclusion, we’d like to leave you with 
five key takeaways.

55
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Useful content is
emotional content.
One of the clearest findings in this study is the 
overlap between content that helps students 
understand a school and content that helps them 
feel connected to it. This challenges a long-standing 
assumption that “informational” content and “brand” 
content serve distinct roles. In practice, students do 
not experience them separately.

Content that clearly explains what a school costs, 
what students study, and what outcomes they 
achieve often does more to build connection than 
content designed to appeal to students’ emotions.

Implication for institutions:  Rather than 
separating informational and emotional content 
strategies, institutions should focus on clarity, 
specificity, and usefulness.

Undergraduate Research Study

While colleges often emphasize inspiration, 
storytelling, and brand differentiation, the 
strongest drivers of student decision-making are 
tied to confidence: Can I afford this? Will I 
succeed here? Will this be worth it?

These are not purely rational questions, they are 
emotional ones. Confidence reduces anxiety and 
enables forward momentum.

Implication for institutions: Content that 
addresses cost, outcomes, and academic 
expectations should not be treated as purely 
informational. It plays a central role in building 
trust and emotional readiness. It should be 
elevated accordingly throughout the funnel, not 
reserved for later stages.

Confidence is the foundation 
of student decision-making.
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Students’ needs change meaningfully across the 
enrollment journey:

● Exploration: curiosity and initial relevance
● Consideration: evaluation and comparison
● Application: clarity and process
● Decision: reassurance and commitment

Content effectiveness is highly dependent on when 
it is delivered. The same content can be helpful at 
one stage and ineffective (or ignored) at another.

Implication for institutions:  Move away from 
static content strategies and toward sequenced 
content planning, ensuring that content aligns with 
the student’s evolving decision task.

Content must align to students’ 
decision stage, not the 
institution’s comm plan.

Channels do not compete; 
they fulfill different roles in 
the decision process.
The data makes clear that different channels contribute in 
distinct ways:

● Social media sparks awareness and consideration.
● Websites reinforce understanding and credibility.
● Email prompts action.
● In-person experiences deliver universally.

This suggests that effectiveness is not about identifying 
the “best” channel but about understanding how channels 
work together to move students forward.

Implication for institutions: Content and channel 
strategies should be aligned by function. The goal is to 
ensure that each channel delivers the type of content 
best suited to its role in the decision process.
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Students report skipping or ignoring content that 
feels repetitive, overly promotional, lacking in 
specificity, or difficult to navigate.

This does not mean that certain content categories 
are inherently ineffective. Instead, it suggests that 
execution matters as much as format. At the same 
time, content related to cost, outcomes, and 
interactive experiences is less likely to be ignored 
because it provides immediate, tangible value.

Implication for institutions: Students are rejecting 
content that does not quickly demonstrate 
relevance. Institutions should prioritize clarity and 
concision, authentic tone, and direct alignment with 
student questions.

Students are highly selective 
and quick to disengage from 
low-value content.

students skip or ignore content 
that feels repetitive, overly 
promotional, or inauthentic.

1 3out 
of



What This Means for You
Taken together, these findings suggest a shift in how institutions should think about 

enrollment marketing. Connection is built through clarity, credibility, and accumulated 

understanding. Students do not form affinity for a school simply because it makes an 

emotional appeal. They form affinity when they can clearly see what the experience will

be like, what they will gain from it, and how it fits into their future. In this sense, the most 
effective enrollment marketing balances what is creative with what is most useful.
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We all share a
passion for inspiring 
change and bettering 
the next generation. 
It is our hope at VisionPoint and ADV that this 

research helps enrollment marketers best 

support students from their very first search 

to the moment they enter a classroom.

60
Undergraduate Research Study
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The appendix takes a deep dive 
into our methodology for this 
study, including a closer look at 
our survey participant 
demographics as well as 
alternate versions of data 
presentation to what was 
shown in our report.

Appendix
VisionPoint Marketing, in partnership with ADV Market Research, 
conducted an online study among 1,000 respondents using a 
20-minute questionnaire.

Conducted in Spring 2026 the research specifically targeted the 
prospective traditional undergraduate demographic across the 
United States.

The main interest of the research centered around understanding 
content preferences and timing across the enrollment journey.

62
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Gender First-Generation Status

Female 52%

Male 41%

Non-binary 4%

Prefer to self-describe 0%

Prefer not to say 2%

First-generation student 39%

Not a first-generation student 53%

Don’t know 8%
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Race & Ethnicity Household Income

39% of survey respondents identified 
as a first generation student.

53% of survey respondents identified 
as not a first generation student.

08% of survey respondents said they 
don’t know.

White 50%

Black or African American 29%

Hispanic or Latino/a 20%

Asian 8%

American Indian or Alaska Native 4%

Middle Eastern or North African 2%

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 2%

Prefer to self-describe 1%

Prefer not to say 2%

Under $50,000 29%

$50,000 to $99,999 29%

$100,000 to $149,999 12%

$150,000 to $199,999 8%

$200,000 or more 4%

Not sure 10%

Prefer not to say 8%

Respondents could select more than one response option; 
therefore, percentages do not sum to 100.
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College Type # of Colleges Considered

2-year college 35%

4-year college or university 65%

1 22%

2 - 3 49%

4 - 6 14%

7 or more 4%

Not sure yet 11%Likely 4-year college type %

Public 62%

Private 20%

Don’t know 18%
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Admissions Cycle Stage Academic Intent

39% of survey respondents identified 
as a first generation student.

53% of survey respondents identified 
as not a first generation student.

08% of survey respondents said they 
don’t know.

[EXPLORING ] I’m just starting to 
explore colleges

36%

[RESEARCHING] I’m researching 
and comparing several colleges

27%

[APPLYING]  I’m preparing to apply 
or currently applying

13%

[ENROLLING]  I’m deciding where 
to enroll or I have already 
committed to a college

24%

I know exactly what I want to study 42%

I have a general idea but not fully 
decided

38%

I’m considering a few different 
areas

14%

I’m undecided 6%

Survey Question: “Which best describes where you 
are right now in your college search?”

Survey Question: “How clear are you about what you 
want to study in college?”
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When choosing a college, which of the following are most important to you?

21%15%12%

16%17%15%

16%14%13%

8%10%12%

7%8%11%

8%6%8%

6%7%7%

8%6%5%

5%7%6%

5%6%6%

49%

48%

43%

30%

26%

22%

20%

19%

18%

17%
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For each content type, please indicate how much it helps you understand what a school is really like.

52%

47%

45%

44%

39%

34%

33%

30%

26%

20%
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For each content type, please indicate how much it helps you feel connected to a school.

52%

44%

43%

42%

41%

41%

37%

36%

30%

25%
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VisionPoint Marketing offers enrollment marketing + brand + CRM 
solutions for higher education. For 25 years, our focus has been 
unwavering – every hour of our energy focused on higher ed marketing 
that works now and works for all of higher ed. We are the agency you 
turn to when you want to achieve outstanding results with a partner 
who “gets” you and your situation. 

Whether you’re looking to change your brand perception, find new 
audiences, drive more quality leads to your CRM, increase your yield 
percentage, or prevent melt, we tailor our service capabilities and 
packages to suit your budget and needs with a relentless pursuit of 
results. To learn more, visit www.visionpointmarketing.com, or follow 
us on LinkedIn and Instagram.
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http://www.visionpointmarketing.com
https://www.linkedin.com/company/visionpoint-marketing/
https://www.instagram.com/visionpointmarketing/
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ADV Market Research & Consulting solves complex higher education 
challenges by transforming data and insights into strategic 
successes. Through customized research and compelling brand 
strategy, we empower colleges and universities to navigate the future 
with confidence.

Bringing extensive experience in the fields of higher education and 
data analytics, we integrate market research, brand strategy, and 
brand marketing to deliver recommendations you can confidently act 
on. Our data-informed approach to marketing and strategy means that 
we design with purpose. To learn more, visit 
https://www.advmarketresearch.com/
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https://www.advmarketresearch.com/

