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Introduction  
This study is an outgrowth of what was 

learned in our large 2013 higher education 
co-ǎǇƻƴǎƻǊŜŘ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ά¸ƻǳǊ ±ŀƭǳŜ tǊƻǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΥ 
How students and parents perceive value 
ŀƴŘ ǎŜƭŜŎǘ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜǎΦέ In that project, we 
learned that ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŜȄŎƛǘŜƳŜƴǘ ŀōƻǳǘ 
attending a college is more highly correlated 
to likelihood of enrollment (by a factor of 
two) than either cost or the perceived 
quality of the institution.  

In light of this discovery, colleges were 
ŀǎƪƛƴƎΣ άIƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ which recruiting 
methods and messages will be most 
successful in generating the kind of student 
ŜȄŎƛǘŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ŜƴǊƻƭƭƳŜƴǘΚέ 

Subsequent focus groups conducted by 
Longmire and Company on college campuses 
uncovered a number of factors and student 
experiences that provide insight into how 
excitement is cultivated. Further, students 
say that some of the things that colleges do 
in an attempt to generate excitement has the 
opposite effect. 

This groundbreaking study explored the 
environments in which excitement is created, 
the people who create it, points in the 
recruiting cycle where it is most frequently 
created, and specific methods and messages 
that are most and least effective. 

The findings provide colleges with 
actionable data that can help them better 
understand how to generate excitement and 
emotional commitment from prospective 
students.  

A Co-Sponsored Study  
Joining in this nationally co-sponsored 

study were four-year public and private not-
for-profit institutions, as well as community 
colleges. 

Forty institutions throughout the United 
States joined in the study by providing names 

of students to be surveyed from their Fall 
2014 pool of inquiries, applicants, and 
admits. A complete list of co-sponsoring 
institutions can be found at the end of this 
report. 

Methodology  
Email invitations to complete an online 

survey were sent to targeted students in the 
months of June, July and August of 2014. The 
project yielded over 12,000 survey responses. 

Responses from public institution pools 
accounted for over 6,100 (51%) of the total. 
Over 5,600 (46%) came from private 
institution pools and over 300 (3%) 
originated from community colleges. The 
margin of error on the total sample is +/- 1% 
at the 95% confidence level. 

The survey instrument contained 27 
questions and captured 150 data points. 

In addition to quantitative data, the 
survey captured qualitative data relating to 
topics such as what makes a campus visit 
experience exciting (or not), when and how 
colleges exhibited a personal interest in the 
prospective student, experiences with 
colleges that generated student excitement 
and those that turned students off.  

Longmire and Company  
At Longmire and Company, we believe that 

the conversations between prospective 
students and the colleges they are considering 
can be much richer and more fruitful for both. 

Everything we do for our 450-plus public 
and private college clients centers on providing 
the tools, information and products they need 
to better understand and communicate with 
prospective students. From yield enhancement 
programs to counselor training workshops, we 
help colleges grow and control enrollment. 
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The relevance of excitement  
Prior to launching this study, we conducted a series of focus groups on college 

campuses with students who had recently completed the college selection process 
and were now enrolled in college. While we were exploring their individual 
experiences, one student wearing a t-ǎƘƛǊǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΩǎ ƭƻƎƻ raised his hand and 
ǎŀƛŘΣ άL ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŜ 9·!/¢ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ L ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƻƴŜ ŦƻǊ ƳŜΦέ 
Intrigued, we asked him to explain. 

He went on to describe how he had whittled his short list down to three colleges 
but was still uncertain. They all had what he wanted and all were going to be 
affordable for his family, he said. On a whim, he decided to visit one of the campuses 
again. άL ǿŀǎ ŀƭƻƴŜΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ άL ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘŜƭƭ ŀƴȅƻƴŜΦ L just wanted to walk around.έ  

He described how he was walking through one of the academic buildings. The 
halls were empty because students were in clŀǎǎΦ ά¢ƘŜƴΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ άŎƭŀǎǎ ƭŜǘ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ L 
ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǎŜŀ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŦƭƻǿƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƭƭǿŀȅΦέ 

IŜ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘΦ άL ŦƭƻǿŜŘ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳΦ L ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΣ ǎŀǿ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ 
and felt like I belonged here. Right then I made my decision. L ŎŀƴΩǘ ŜǾŜn explain it. I 
Ƨǳǎǘ ƪƴŜǿ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜƴΦέ 

Other students in the focus group had been listening intently. We asked if anyone 
else had a similar experience. Hands started raising. 

Other students were able to tell us the stories ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ά!I!έ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΦ They 
ŘƛŘƴΩt explain it in rational terms. They described it as an emotional epiphany. They 
remembered the moment in great detail. They remembered where they were. Who 
was with them. The time of day. What the weather was like. What they were wearing. 

Most of all, they remembered the wave of excitement they felt at that instant. 
They had found their college. 

This study explores how students arrive at that point. And what colleges do to 
cultivate it. 
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Statistical differences in groups  
Data and charts in this report are segmented by whether the student is bound 

for a four-year public, private or community college. In addition, a thorough 
statistical analysis was performed to uncover possible differences in subgroups such 
as males and females, GPA, standardized test scores, geography, and other 
segments that were available in the record level data provided by co-sponsoring 
institutions.  

While statistical differences in groups were found, in most cases they did not 
signal a difference that would be meaningful. Where meaningful, they are noted in 
this report. 

Definition  
{ƻƳŜ ŎƘŀǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŀǇƘǎ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴ ŀ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ά5ŜŜǇ 

Funnel.έ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ƳŀǘǊƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ ǎǘŀƎŜ ŀƴŘΣ 
therefore, had a more extensive interaction with a college. 
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Major Findings  

 

The άAHA!έ moment  

Over one-third of students remember the precise moment, place or 
circumstance when they experienced a rush of emotion and realization that 
a specific college was the right choice for them. 

Lƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ epiphany happens when they are on 
campus but the people, places and circumstances involved are widely 
varying, highly personal and unpredictable. 

The job of any college, as it relates to recruiting students, is to put the 
student in a place or frame of mind where this epiphany can happen. To 
enable the student to envision what their life will be like. 

 

A new chapter  
Students see college as the beginning of a new chapter in their life. With 

all of the transitions associated with going to college (moving away from 
home, meeting new people, leaving the comfort and familiarity of high 
school, and new educational challenges) students are both anxious and 
excited. 

They need information from the colleges they are considering. But they 
will be most attracted to the college where they feel the promise of a 
comfortable, engaging, opportunity-rich environment. 

 

The importance of current students  
Other than seeing the campus, prospective students say that interacting 

with current students is the single most influential factor in generating their 
excitement about a college. 

The form of the interaction is highly important. Prospective students 
want the interaction to be natural and genuine. As opposed to being 
ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ άƳŜŜǘ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŜŜǘέ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ 
is presumed that current students will deliver scripted messages about the 
college. 
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The importance of surroundings  
Third on the list of most impactful things that generate student 

excitement is seeing the city and community. This makes sense in the 
context of students feeling that college is an exciting new chapter in their 
lives. 

Students want to see where they will be living and to discover the 
exciting new things they can experience. Colleges will be more successful in 
recruiting if they take a hands-on approach to introducing prospective 
students to the excitement and opportunities offered by the city and 
community. 

 

The similarity of campus tours  
Approximately 60% of students say that college campus tours are about 

the same in teǊƳǎ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŜȄŎƛǘŜƳŜƴǘΦ aƻǎǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜ ŀƴȅ ƳƻǊŜ 
or less excitement than all of the others they experienced. 

In part, the reason for not generating excitement, students say, is the 
focus that the college places on itself rather than the student. This is 
especially so in group tours. 

In contrast, students who receive one-on-one tours where the focus is 
on them and what they want, tend to see the campus visit experience as a 
ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƳΦ 

 

Personal inter est generates excitement  
Taking a personal interest in the student is a gateway to cultivating a 

level of excitement that will lead to enrollment. 

Unfortunately, the majority of students (54% in the four-year 
marketplace) do not feel that the colleges they most seriously considered 
ever exhibited a personal interest in them. 

Four-in-ǘŜƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƳΣ ƻǊ 
lack of it, influenced their college selection decision. 
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Excitement at its peak  
At the point at which they arrive at their college selection decision, over 

40% of students say they are at the highest state of excitement (9 or 10 on 
a 10-high scale) about the college of choice. 

Their excitement level builds over time and is the accumulation of all 
singular experiences and communications they have had with the college 
up to that point. 

Every interaction that a college has with a prospective student ς 
regardless of form ς should be designed and measured against the 
objective of generating excitement. 

 

Segments o f decision -makers  
There are three distinct segments of prospective students with regard 

to college selection: Those who make their decision based primarily on 
facts; those whose decisions are driven by their excitement about 
attending; and those who will make their college selection decision with an 
equal measure of facts and excitement.  

Colleges should ascertain, through profiling or conversation, which 
segment a student falls into and present its value proposition (factual, 
experiential, or an equal mix) in the context of what the student is most 
likely to absorb and find valuable. 
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Volatility  of first choice college  

Many students enter the college selection 
process with, at a minimum, one or two 
colleges that are at the top of their list of 
preferred schools. ItΩs inevitable that some 
students will replace their initial first choice 
college with another institution they find more 
attractive during the course of their selection 
process. But how often does this happen?  

Roughly 40% of students from the pools of 
public and private colleges swap out their 
former first choice school with another 

institution during their college selection 
process. This happens in about 25% of cases for 
prospective community college students. 

Among those students bound for four-year 
institutions, approximately half replace their 
first choice college on the basis of a lower cost. 

However, about one-quarter of students 
are attracted elsewhere solely on the basis of 
greater excitement about attending. An equal  
percentage is attracted because they perceive 
better quality.  

 

38%

62%

44%

56%

25%

75%

Yes No

At any time over the course of evaluating colleges did you 
replace your first-choice college with another college that you 

found more attractive?

Public Comm. CollegePrivatePublic Comm. CollegePrivate

(All respondents)
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Influence of family members on 
college attractiveness  

Are students more attracted to an 
institution because mom, dad, brother or sister 
attended? For about 4 in 10 students, the 
answer is yes. 

This finding suggests that admission 
counselors should always weave this topic into 
the conversations they have with prospective 
students to test possible pre-existing affinity 
with their institution or another. If an affinity 
exists, its influence on college selection should 
be directly addressed in the conversation.

 

It could be assumed that a college stands a 
better chance of enrolling a student if an 
affinity exists. In fact, affinity and likelihood of 
enrollment are positively correlated but the 
correlation is weak. 

And, given the aforementioned finding of 
volatility and frequency of change in the mix of 
ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ front-running schools, it cannot be 
ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŀŦŦƛƴƛǘȅ όƻǊ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦύ 
will weigh heavily into their college selection. 

 

41%

59%

36%

64%

45%

55%

Yes No

Were you more attracted to the college because family members 
attended there?

Public Comm. CollegePrivatePublic Comm. CollegePrivate

(All respondents)
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Excitement level w hen the 
decision is reached  

Why did so many people camp out for two 
days in the rain in front of an Apple store in 
2007 waiting to get their hands on a new phone 
ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎŜŜƴΚ ¢ƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊΥ !ƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
anticipation and excitement that had been 
created before that day. 

So it goes with college-bound students. 

When asked to register their level of 
excitement about attending the college of their 
choice the mean score in the four year 

marketplace is approximately 7.7 on a 10-high 
scale. For community collegesΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƻǾŜǊ 
7. Even more interesting is the 40% of students 
who are at the highest state of excitement ς a 9 
or 10 on the scale.  

The higher their excitement about a 
college, the more likely they are to enroll. Every 
single interaction they have with the college, 
from looking at a view book to the campus visit 
experience, helps to build their excitement 
leading up to making their college selection 
decision. 

Every single interaction is critical.

 



 

Longmire and Company, Inc. 2014 Higher Education Excitement Factor Study Page 10 

What excites students the most  

Students were asked what got them most 
excited about the college of their choice. This 
open-ended question yields a fascinating array 
of responses that coalesce around a common 
theme. It reveals the first clues in the story of 
how students reach a level of excitement that 
causes them to choose one college over 
another. 

The word cloud below illustrates the 
frequency of words and phrases that are used 
by students as they describe what excites them 
most about the college at which they will 
enroll. The larger the word, the more times it is 
used in the description. 

Intriguing is the frequency with which the 
ǿƻǊŘ άb9²έ is used. 

A thorough reading of the verbatim 
responses illustrates how students see college 
as a new chapter in their lives. They see new 
challenges and opportunities. New adventures. 
Living in a new city. 

Most prominent is their excitement about 
meeting new people and establishing new 
friendships. Prospective students have a very 
strong desire to connect with current students 
on the campuses they visit. They favor 
interactions that are spontaneous rather than 
highly structured by the college. 

 

 



 

Longmire and Company, Inc. 2014 Higher Education Excitement Factor Study Page 11 

Communication methods that 
generate excitement  

Brochures, letters, 
postcards, e-mail and the 
ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΩǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ Ǌŀƴƪ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 
primary communication 
methods that generate 
student excitement. 

Interestingly, prospective 
students have a love/hate 
relationship with e-mail. In an 
open-ended question in which 
students are asked to describe 
ways in which colleges turn 
them off when attempting to 
recruit them, the number one 
complaint (by far) is what 
students refer to as a constant 
barrage of e-mails. 

However, when those 
same students are asked to 
rank the effectiveness of 
various communication 
methods in generating their 
excitement about college, e-
mail ranks second only behind 
brochures, letters and 
postcards. 

These dichotomous 
sentiments about e-mail most 
likely hinge on issues of 
relevance and personalization. 
Students are disdainful of 
colleges that continue to send 
non-personalized e-mail to 
them long after they have 
crossed the college off their 
list. 
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The άAHA!έ 

moment  
Over one-third of students 

bound for four-year colleges 
and universities remember a 
precise moment when they 
experienced a rush of emotion 
and realization that a specific 
college was the right one for 
them. 

Their individual stories vary 
widely with regard to when it 
happened, where they were, 
who they were with, and what 
they were doing. There are 
many commonalities, however. 

In most cases, the 
epiphany is happening on 
campus. Prospective students 
are connecting with current 
students in relaxed, unstructured 
environments. Prospective students sense 
sincere interest in their conversations with 
faculty. They fŜŜƭ ŀ άǾƛōŜέ ƻƴ ŎŀƳǇǳǎΦ A specific 

event or interaction makes them άŦŜŜƭ ǿŀƴǘŜŘΦέ 
They feel a sense of community. They fall in 
love with the town. A personalized tour makes 
them feel important. 

ProspectivŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ά!I!έ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΦ 

 

 


