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Overview of the Study 

 

The 2013 Admission and Enrollment Management Practices Study represents the 12
th

 annual 

survey of admission professionals in the United States that focuses on undergraduate freshman 

inquiry generation, namely Student Search.  The primary purposes of the study were: 
 

 To provide an important standard for admission and enrollment management 

practices for undergraduate freshman inquiry generation 

 To serve as a single, highly informative source for admission professionals in 

four-year, undergraduate institutions across the country 

 To determine the current state of Student Search programs and recent response 

trends among undergraduate recruitment programs at U.S. colleges and 

universities 

 

NOTE:  While the study is intended to reflect current practices and outcomes of freshman 

inquiry generation among a broad spectrum of colleges and universities in the U.S., it is 

important to recognize that the institutions represented in the study are likely to be 

more experienced in various Search practices than those not included.  Schools that do 

not conduct formal Student Search campaigns, those that have shifted to an online-only 

approach to student recruitment, and those that achieve lower response rates are simply 

less likely to participate.  Consequently, readers should be aware that the results 

presented may have a bias reflecting Search programs that are more successful than the 

“true” average.  

 

Research Methods 
 

The study was conducted via an electronic survey executed by University Research Partners, the 

research division of Royall & Company.
1
   

  

On May 17, 2013, a pre-notification message was sent by email to top enrollment managers and 

admission executives nationwide announcing the study and inviting them to complete an 

electronic survey regarding their undergraduate freshman inquiry generation.   

 

The survey was delivered to 1,662 prospective participants – one individual per institution – on 

May 21, and several reminder messages were sent to follow up with non-responders.  Data 

collection ended on June 12.  In total, 438 key decision makers with enrollment management 

responsibility at colleges and universities nationwide participated in the survey, for an overall 

participation rate of 26.4%.   

 

                                                           
1
 While Royall & Company assisted in the design and execution of the survey, the company did not use individual-

level response data for any purpose other than what was required for this report.  Strict confidentiality and privacy 

were maintained throughout the data collection and analysis processes. 
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General Sample Characteristics 

 

The participants represented schools with undergraduate enrollments ranging from 90 to more than 

50,000 students and included a mix of private (60.4%) and public (39.6%) institutions located in 

urban (41.3%), suburban/small town (33.6%), and rural (23.3%) areas.   

 

The sample is geographically diverse, with 49 states represented (9.8% in New England; 21.9% in 

the Middle States; 24.0% in the South; 23.5% in the Midwest; 7.5% in the Southwest; and 13.2% in 

the West).  

 

Schools represented are more likely to be classified as selective (36.8%) and secular (71.2%), and 

have a total undergraduate enrollment of 5,000 or fewer (58.3%). 
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Summary of Findings 

 

Results from the 2013 Harvard Summer Institute Study of Undergraduate Freshman Inquiry 

Generation suggest that institutions are approaching Student Search strategically in order to 

maximize its value.  Lessons learned from past editions of the Harvard Summer Institute Study – 

using multiple channels, contacting students often, including sophomores in Search, and making the 

most of design principles in contact materials – once again contributed to successful Student Search 

programs in 2012-2013.  

 

The average response rate for the 2012-2013 Student Search cycle was 10.1%.  Institutions 

participating in the study continued to use many of the best practices in Student Search.  Enrollment 

professionals enlisted targeting strategies and creative design principles to increase Search response 

rates; institutions benefited from including sophomores and seniors, contacting students multiple 

times, using both mail and email channels, and including multiple response devices in their 

communications. 

 

Budgeting continues to be a challenge for many institutions, and this is unlikely to change given the 

financial restrictions placed on admission offices and the increasing costs associated with 

communication campaigns.  However, the best approach to addressing budget issues is to ensure 

successful Student Search campaigns.  In other words, budgeting is best viewed in the context of 

return on investment.  

 

The overall Search response rate was virtually the same as that reported in 2012.  In addition to the 

overall positive findings regarding average response rates, results reveal areas schools can focus on 

for improvements in their upcoming Search season.  The 2013 Study of Undergraduate Freshman 

Inquiry Generation report offers the following prescriptive advice for enhancing the overall 

effectiveness of Student Search.   

 

 Continue to use multiple channels to enhance your campaign.  Results are maximized 

when multiple communication channels are used.  Institutions using multiple channels for 

Search achieved a significantly higher average response rate (10.2%) than those using only 

one channel (6.2%).  Most participants reported using a combination of email and mail for 

their Search communications (53.9%). 

 

 Contact students at multiple stages.  The more class years included in Search, the higher 

the response rate achieved.  Institutions that searched three or four class years outperformed 

institutions searching only one or two class years.  Institutions searching only one class year 

achieved an average response rate of 7.6%, lower than institutions searching two (9.3%), 

three (9.5%), or all four class years (13.8%).  Inclusion of sophomores also affected response 

rates; institutions that searched sophomores had a higher response rate than those that did not 

(10.1% vs. 9.3%).  
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 Be persistent with student contacts.  The average number of contacts made during Student 

Search was 6.6.  The most frequent number of contacts (the mode) was three.  The number of 

contacts is higher than the number of contacts reported in 2012 (6.6 vs. 5.9).  Institutions that 

contacted students seven or more times via email had higher response rates (10.3%) than 

those that contacted students one to six times (8.7%). 

 

 Include an incentive in each communication piece.  Fewer schools are including incentives 

in their Student Search communications.  A little over one-third of participants reported using 

incentives (38.6%), and less than one-quarter (24.7%) reported using incentives with all 

Search contacts.  Incentives are a proven technique for enhancing response rates.  The 

average response rate for institutions using an incentive was 11.4% compared with 9.1% for 

those that did not.  These results should encourage others to identify incentives that will be 

perceived as valuable for students and to include them in every communication with 

prospective students.  

 

 Test and monitor your Search effectiveness.  Most participating enrollment professionals 

(94.7%) reported measuring their Student Search programs to monitor the extent to which 

Search helps them meet their enrollment objectives.  However, only one-third (34.3%) 

indicated they used testing to confirm or improve the effectiveness of their Search.  The old 

adage “what is measured improves” holds true for Student Search.  Institutions that tested the 

effectiveness of their Search achieved an average response rate of 11.2% compared with an 

average response rate of 9.3% for those that did not use testing. 

 

 Involve parents.  For the second year, participants were asked to indicate if they were 

collecting parent contact information during their Search.  More than half (50.7%) indicated 

they were collecting parent contact information, up from 47.1% last year; institutions that 

collected this information had an average response rate of 11.6% compared with 7.6% for 

those that did not. 

 

 Don’t go it alone.  Higher response rates are associated with Student Search programs 

involving vendor partnerships for key aspects of Search – mailing, emailing, list targeting, 

analysis, and more.  Institutions that used vendors for these services achieved an average 

response rate of 10.4%, while those managing Search activities in-house had an average 

response rate of 8.3%.  And the greater number of partnerships supporting Search, the higher 

the response rates: Institutions partnering with vendors on four aspects of Search or fewer 

had an average response rate of 8.7%, while institutions partnering on 10 or more aspects of 

Search had an average response rate of 12.4%. 

 

 Don’t overlook seniors.  Among the participants that searched seniors for their 2013 

Entering Class, the mean number of deposits from students searched for the first time as 

seniors is 690. Institutions that included seniors in Search had an overall response rate of 

10.2%; institutions that did not include seniors in Search had an overall response rate of 

8.9%. 
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Trends in Student Search Practices and Outcomes 
 

The following pages provide year-to-year comparisons of results for many of the Search 

practices and outcomes reported in this annual study of undergraduate freshman inquiry 

generation.    

 

Student Search Participation 

The percentage of institutions using Student Search to generate inquiries has increased since 

the study was first conducted in 2002, yet it has remained fairly consistent over the last 

several years.  There was a slight increase in the participation percentage this year over last. 

 

  
2013 2012 2011 2010 2009 2008 

Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent 

Yes 91.8 90.0 88.8 87.5 90.6 91.2 

No 8.2 10.0 11.2 12.5 9.4 8.8 

 

  
2007 2006 2005 2004 2003 2002 

Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent 

Yes 90.8 92.9 89.9 91.3 87.4 84.0 

No 9.2 7.1 10.1 8.7 12.6 16.0 

 

 

Response Rates 

Average response rates have fluctuated from 2002 to 2013, but they remained consistent this 

year compared with last year.  Please note that the method for collecting data with which to 

calculate average response rates has varied over the years (e.g., in previous years, institutions 

reported actual response rates or indicated the approximate response rate they achieved within a 

range of percentages).  Since 2006, response rates have been calculated by dividing the number 

of unique responders by the number of unique students contacted, as reported by participants. 

 

 

7.9% 
8.7% 

10.6% 

8.9% 

11.9% 
11.4% 11.6% 

10.5% 

9.1% 

11.0% 
10.2% 10.1% 

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 
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Importance of Search 

A smaller percentage of participants in 2013 than in 2012 indicated Search was an important part 

of their recruitment activities.  Still, more than half of all participants reported Search was very 

important. 

 

 

2013 2012 2011 2010 2009 2008 2007 

Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent 

Very important 54.2 62.1 56.1 48.2 46.9 46.8 50.3 

Somewhat important 39.9 31.4 34.9 39.7 44.0 43.3 42.3 

Neither important nor unimportant 3.3 4.2 5.0 6.3 5.4 4.8 3.6 

Somewhat unimportant 1.8 2.3 3.3 5.0 3.2 4.5 3.3 

Unimportant 0.7 0.0 0.7 0.8 0.4 0.6 0.6 

 

Satisfaction with Search 

Dissatisfaction with Search has decreased since 2009, when more than 20% of participants 

reported they were dissatisfied with their Search.   

 

 

2013 2012 2011 2010 2009 2008 2007 

Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent 

Satisfied 70.7 73.2 73.7 67.1 65.6 70.9 72.2 

Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 13.6 10.3 10.7 15.2 12.3 13.3 11.5 

Dissatisfied 15.8 16.4 15.7 17.7 22.1 15.8 16.2 

 

Areas of Dissatisfaction 

The primary areas of dissatisfaction with Search year-to-year are low response rates and the cost 

of conducting Search.  The number of participants indicating Search is too expensive increased 

significantly from 2012. 

 

 

2013 2012 2011 2010 2009 2008 2007 

Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent 

Response rates were too low 83.7 95.3 93.6 90.5 96.7 96.0 87.3 

Search is too expensive 53.5 37.2 40.4 39.7 53.3 46.0 38.2 

Students do not enroll/deposit 46.5 32.6 31.9 25.4 36.7 32.0 14.5 

We were unable to determine the value 
of Search to our overall enrollment efforts 

32.6 20.9 17.0 27.0 36.7 20.0 20.0 

We could not track or account for results 16.3 16.3 17.0 22.2 26.7 12.0 12.7 

Students are not admissible 4.7 2.3 2.1 0.0 5.0 2.0 1.8 
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Testing 

Since 2007, just under one-third of reporting institutions used testing to improve the 

effectiveness of Search. In 2012, over one-third of participants indicated they use testing. 

 

 

2012 2011 2010 2009 2008 2007 2006 

Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent 

Yes 34.3 31.7 32.6 28.7 29.9 32.8 36.2 

No 54.1 56.3 67.4 71.3 70.1 67.2 63.8 

 

 

Objectives  

An increase in overall enrollment numbers has been the most important objective for enrollment 

managers for the past eight years.  

 

First Most Important 
2013 2012 2011 2010 

Percent Percent Percent Percent 

More enrollments 44.5 39.9 38.4 40.3 

More applications 14.2 16.2 12.3 16.2 

Stronger academic profile of entering class 10.6 17.0 17.6 15.3 

 

First Most Important 
2009 2008 2007 2006 

Percent Percent Percent Percent 

More enrollments 36.1 34.0 37.7 42.8 

More applications 18.0 14.5 16.6 -- 

Stronger academic profile of entering class 12.8 14.2 13.0 17.3 

 

 

Communication Channels 

The percentage of institutions using mail has decreased over the past 10 years, while the use of 

email has steadily increased.   

 

  

2013 2012 2011 2010 2009 2008 

Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent 

Mail 90.7 92.9 91.9 92.6 96.2 96.5 

Email 97.4 96.9 94.0 94.3 93.6 89.0 

Telephone 30.6 27.8 29.5 35.0 27.2 21.9 

Text 9.7 5.1 6.3 7.4 7.9 -- 

 

  

2007 2006 2005 2004 2003 2002 

Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent 

Mail 98.1 98.8 97.4 98.9 99.2 81.0 

Email 82.4 84.7 71.9 73.1 67.8 34.0 

Telephone 15.4 19.7 12.0 21.2 18.0 16.0 

Text -- -- -- -- -- -- 



8 

Outside Assistance 

Results from the past eight years show consistently higher Search response rates for institutions 

using vendor services.  

 

Search Year 
Used Vendor 

Response Rates 
Did Not Use Vendor 

Response Rates 

2012-2013 10.4% 8.3% 

2011-2012 10.1% 9.3% 

2010-2011 11.4% 5.5% 

2009-2010 11.7% 8.7% 

2008-2009 11.8% 10.2% 

2007-2008 11.8% 10.0% 

2006-2007 12.2% 6.7% 

2005-2006 12.2% 10.8% 

 

The percentage of institutions indicating they are not using vendors has fluctuated since 2006.  

 

 

2013 2012 2011 2010 

Percent Percent Percent Percent 

Did not use a vendor for Student Search 22.5 19.6 22.4 26.7 

 

 

2009 2008 2007 2006 

Percent Percent Percent Percent 

Did not use a vendor for Student Search 22.6 36.0 21.6 13.8 

 


