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For the “always connected” generation, multi-tasking, hand-held devices and nearly constant communication are normal. It makes sense that their preferred method of communication is through their favorite social networking tools, accessible from their ever-present mobile devices.

In 2007-2008, fascinated by the dynamic created by all the new tools and habits of Millennials, the University of Massachusetts Dartmouth Center for Marketing Research conducted the first statistically-significant studies on the usage of social media by US colleges and universities. The study explored this fundamental question -- How does a college or university recruit in this new, highly networked, constantly “on” world?  That study has been repeated every academic year since and now provides a longitudinal look at adoption of social media by colleges and universities. 

The study has added new questions each year and some data is now collected every two years to allow for a more comprehensive view of the use of social media in US colleges and universities. 

This latest study (2012-2013) analyzes the most recent trending of social media adoption among four-year accredited institutions in the United States. As in all previous studies, the colleges and universities were identified using a directory compiled by the University of Texas.  Under the direction of researchers Nora Ganim Barnes and Ava Lescault, interviews took place from February to May of 2013 with those who managed the social media efforts at these institutions. 

A proportional sample of schools in all 50 states was utilized resulting in 26% public schools, 71% private and 2% describing themselves as “for profit institutions.”  They range in size from 40 to over 37,000 undergraduates. Tuition (without fees) ranged from $2,700 to over $55,000. Admissions officers at well-known schools like Loyola University, Rutgers University and Wake Forest University were interviewed as well as smaller lesser-known institutions in the US. The findings presented here are based on 474 interviews and are statistically valid within the range of +/- 4%. 

The results are fascinating and continue to support what the 2007-2008 study documented for the first time: Colleges and universities are using social media, especially social networking sites, not only to recruit but some to research prospective students. It is clear that online behavior can have important consequences for young people and that these tools can, and will, be utilized by others to make decisions about them.  Additionally, schools are now adopting an array of relatively new social media tools and demonstrating a more strategic approach to their online communications. In addition, top school administrators have taken to social media to communicate with current and perspective students.

Key Highlights
· Over half of college presidents studied are posting on Facebook (58%) and tweeting (55%), while 35% host their own blog.

· Schools show an interest in new tools including Pinterest (31% adoption), Google+ (25% adoption) and Instagram (16% adoption).

· Over two-thirds of US colleges and universities have some official school blogging activity on their campus.  

· Forty-one percent of school officials believe they can directly attribute an increase in enrollments to their social media efforts.  

· Some schools (30%) report spending less on printing, newspaper ads (23%), television (17%) and radio (16%) as a result of increased online presence.

· Thirteen percent of schools report researching students through their social networking sites as part of the admissions process.  Last year 19% made this claim.

· Thirty-eight percent of school officials reported they monitored the internet for buzz, posts, conversations and news about their institution, the fifth straight decline since 2009 when 73% reported monitoring their school’s name online.

· Even though there is enormous activity, much of it by students, half of the schools surveyed report that they do not have written guidelines for acceptable online behavior.
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College Presidents Post, Tweet and Blog
For the first time this year, the study recorded social media use by college and university top officials and found over half of them on Facebook (58%) and tweeting (55%), while 35% hosted their own blog.  In comparison, 40% of Inc. 500 CEO’s are on Facebook and 8% of Fortune 500 CEO’s.  Twenty-nine percent of Inc. 500 CEO’s tweet and 4% of the Fortune 500 CEO’s.  Seven Inc. 500 CEO’s host a blog and only 1 Fortune 500 CEO. (see www.demo.com for details) 
College presidents are far more active in the social media arena than their corporate counterparts. (See Figure 1)

Figure 1


Usage
Nearly all of the colleges and universities studied are using some form of social media.  
Exceptions are typically small schools dedicated to religious studies. Adoption of some tools was last queried two years ago. Newer tools were added for the first time this year including Google+, Pinterest and Instagram.

Over the past two years, for example, the use of Foursquare has nearly doubled (from 20% to 39%), LinkedIn usage climbed from 47% to 80%.  Facebook, Twitter and YouTube saw increases up to 10%.

New to our study are Google+ (25% adoption), Instagram (16% adoption) and Pinterest (31% adoption). Usage continues to rise for the most popular tools while adoption of others shows an increased interest in visual presentations of schools. (See Figure 2)







Figure 2


Blogs Multiply on Campuses
Blogging continues to be embraced by colleges and universities but in a very different way than it was in 2007 when we began these studies.  At that time, an official school blog was typically on the school’s home page or hosted by the Admissions Office.  Over time, blogs proliferated on campuses with departments and other academic units hosting their own and even Admissions linking to student hosted blogs. There are blogs in some form running through Facebook pages, Tumblr as well as on WordPress.  There are alumni blogs as well as those hosted by Athletics, Food Services, Student Services or internship blogs and blogs hosted by academic outreach centers on a campus. 

The criteria for an official school blog that we’ve used in the past no longer applies as there are several things now in the mix.  Generally speaking, about two thirds of US colleges and universities have some blogging activity of an official nature.

Social Media and Recruiting
The adoption of social media by colleges and universities is being driven by their recognition of the increasingly important role of social media in recruiting students. When asked about the value of specific tools for recruiting, Facebook was cited as valuable by 93%, YouTube by 79%, Twitter by 71% and downloadable mobile apps by 40%.  (See Figure 3)


Figure 3


There is a slight increase of 3% in the number of school officials saying they can directly attribute enrollments to their social media efforts.  Last year 38% believed they could and now 41% make that claim.  (See Figure 4)


Figure 4


Beyond this, some schools say they are spending less on printing (30%), newspaper ads (23%), television (17%) and radio (16%) as a result of their increased online presence.  
(See Figure 5)

Figure 5


The Role of Facebook and Twitter in the Admissions Process
Thirteen percent of schools report researching students via social networking sites as part of the admissions process.  Those 63 schools are more likely to be private (71% of the entire sample, 81% of those who view student sites).  (See Figure 6)

Figure 6


When asked under what circumstances they looked at students’ social networking sites, the responses were varied.  Some said they looked at every applicant while others only “occasionally” viewed them.  Many said they looked online when questions arose about an applicant.  Still others said they had very strict codes of behavior and wanted to be sure the student was a good fit for their school.

Most schools report looking for information about “the student’s activities or interests.”  Many of them indicated looking for students by geographical region to target for their school. Online research appears to be a new tool for marketing from which colleges and universities garner information that helps them better focus their resources on perspective students that might be a good match with their institution.

There is also some indication of using these sites for evaluation. Social networking sites provide an insight into the lives of students that cannot be underestimated. As more and more young people spend increased amounts of time on these online networks, those interested in them (employers or schools) will continue to watch and read the publically available information and include their impressions in their decisions to accept or hire candidates. 

Measuring Effectiveness of Social Media Efforts
The most popular measure of effectiveness for schools is the number of comments or hits they get on their sites or by fans and followers (89% vs 85%).  Seventy-one percent of schools use page views and 63% report using Google Analytics.  Forty-eight percent of schools are now doing student surveys asking students how aware they are of the school’s efforts and what tools are most useful for them. (See Figure 7)

Figure 7


Are they listening?
It is clear that schools are now communicating in new ways. The next question is: Are they listening to what’s being said about their school online? Unfortunately, this is one aspect of a social media program that becomes more and more neglected over time.  Seventy-three percent in 2009 reported they monitored the internet for buzz, posts, conversations and news about their institution. In 2010-2011 that number dropped to 68%, then to 47% in 2011-2012.  This latest iteration shows that the decline in monitoring activity continues and is now at 38%.  (See Figure 8)
Figure 8
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Given the ease with which monitoring can be done, it is surprising that all schools are not monitoring online buzz about their institutions.  Regular monitoring would provide information about potential problems that might be avoided as well as important news about students, alumni or faculty who become part of the news. With the negative headlines that have involved some well-known colleges, it would be wise to use social media both to mitigate the damage as well as to monitor the brand.

One more red flag in the social media landscape is the lack of a written social media policy at US colleges and universities.  Even though there is enormous activity, much of it by students, half of the schools surveyed do not have guidelines for acceptable online behavior or a process for online crisis management.  

US colleges and universities are taking the lead in using social media as part of their marketing and recruiting plans.  Some schools will use social media sites to garner more information about perspective students.  They are evaluating the effectiveness of tools that were adopted early on and making decisions about which new tools to add into their communications strategy.  The goal is clearly to reach and engage those tech savvy young people who may be making at least initial decisions about a school based on its online presence.  

With so much social media activity on college campuses, from the top down, one has to wonder if it’s the social media recruiting strategy that is attracting young people or is it the culture of the campus that is communicated when a campus has its own social media rhythm.  A campus that fully embraces social media may just have an advantage in the very competitive race for the top students.
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Does the top Administrator at your school have their own official school Facebook, Twitter, or Blog?
(% Yes)
Higher Ed	





Facebook	Twitter	Blog	0.58	0.55	0.35	Inc. 500	
Facebook	Twitter	Blog	0.4	0.29	0.01	Fortune 500	<1%

Facebook	Twitter	Blog	0.08	0.04	0.01	



Which of the following types of social media does your 
school currently have?
(% Yes)
2010-2011	
Facebook	Twitter	YouTube	LinkedIn	Foursquare	Pinterest	Google +	Instagram	0.98	0.84	0.86	0.47	0.2	2012-2013	



Facebook	Twitter	YouTube	LinkedIn	Foursquare	Pinterest	Google +	Instagram	0.99	0.94	0.92	0.8	0.39	0.31	0.25	0.16	



In your opinion, are any of the following effective in recruiting potential students?
(% Definitely/Probably)
2011-2012	
Facebook	YouTube	Twitter	Mobile Apps	0.94	0.81	0.69	0.51	2012-2013	

Facebook	YouTube	Twitter	Mobile Apps	0.93	0.79	0.71	0.4	



Can you attribute a rise in enrollments, or applications directly to your social media efforts?
(% Definitely/Probably)

2011-2012	2012-2013	0.38	0.41	


Has the use of social media resulted in decreased spending on the following?
(% Yes)
2011-2012	
Printing 	Television 	Radio 	Newspaper Ads	0.33	0.17	0.17	0.24	2012-2013	
Printing 	Television 	Radio 	Newspaper Ads	0.3	0.17	0.16	0.23	



Do you ever look at an applicant's social media or online presence as part of an admissions decision?
(% Yes)






2010-2011	2012-2013	0.19	0.13	


Which of the following do you use to measure the effectiveness of your social media efforts?
(% Yes)

2011-2012	





Comments/Hits	Number of Fans/Followers	Page Views	Google Analytics	Students Surveys	0.85	0.86	0.74	0.64	0.44	2012-2013	
Comments/Hits	Number of Fans/Followers	Page Views	Google Analytics	Students Surveys	0.89	0.85	0.71	0.63	0.48	



Does your Admissions Office receive or generate information on social media buzz, posts, conversations and news from a monitoring tool like Google Alerts?







2010-2011	2011-2012	2012-2013	0.68	0.47	0.38	
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