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I t will not surprise any higher education
executive that a revolution has occurred in 

admissions outreach strategies and communication 
with prospective students. A recent survey of 150 
university leaders by Mongoose and studioID’s Higher 
Ed Dive confirmed that the shift already underway 
heightened during the pandemic. In fact, 90% of 
university executives agreed with this sentiment, 
with nearly half characterizing their outreach and 
communications strategy efforts as “very affected.”

“The pandemic really pushed us into an era where 
we realized the necessity of technology,” said Cassie 
Cunningham, Assistant Director of Admissions at  
The University of Akron in Ohio. 

That need has led schools to adjust their  
technology solutions to ensure they effectively 
engage students in this challenging new  
environment, notes Mike Kochczynski, client 
engagement manager at Mongoose.

In addition to tech investments, schools have 
strengthened their staff, with 53% of higher 
education executives reporting their departments’ 
staffing has increased since the beginning of  
the pandemic.

How can admissions professionals boost  
engagement as they grapple with these new 
headwinds? This report will characterize the role 
of digital transformation in the modern admissions 
department and summarize five key insights from  
the survey that offer perspective and a roadmap to 
help improve student outreach today.

“ The pandemic really pushed us 
into an era where we realized 
the necessity of technology.” 

CASSIE CUNNINGHAM 
Assistant Director of Admissions 
The University of Akron in Ohio 
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Higher education executives expect to reach tech-
savvy prospects with upgraded digital outreach.  

I N S I G H T  1

As expected, the survey confirmed that digital 
is the channel of choice to reach today’s tech-
savvy prospects. In fact, 68% of respondents 
say they expect their use of digital channels for 
communicating and building relationships with 
prospective students to increase over the next  
five years. 

At least 40% plan to invest in their website, social 
media, student engagement software and/or  
email. That decision will augment the top digital 
channels currently in use, which respondents cited 
as social media (70%), text/SMS (67%) and email 
marketing (63%).

Cunningham believes in the power of digital 
engagement because of its ability to communicate 
authentically, which today’s students expect. The 
immediacy and spontaneity of texting explain  
why she prioritizes it as a particularly effective 
channel. “Students are being bombarded with  
emails from colleges, many of which go right into 
junk or promotions,” she notes. 

Two out of five higher education 
executives expect that the marketing 
initiatives that will receive the most 
investment over the next two to 
three years are:

43%  
Website

40%  
Student engagement  

software

40% 
Email

41%  
Social media
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The challenge to stand out in a cluttered email box 
led her department to research alternative solutions 
to engage with students and help The University of 
Akron move up consideration lists. At her previous 
institution, Cunningham had worked with Mongoose’s 
engagement platform, Cadence, as had another 
colleague, so they suggested The University of 
Akron adopt it as an ideal medium for engaging with 
students at multiple touchpoints in their journey.

Their texting activity takes multiple forms, such as 
reminding students to finish their application, keeping 
them apprised of their admission status or sending a 
congratulatory text upon acceptance. In early spring, 
Cunningham sent out a text asking prospects if 
they were still interested in receiving an admissions 
decision and encouraging them to reply with a 
thumbs up or thumbs down emoji. “With much less 
effort on either side than sending an email, we  
could determine which candidates were still viable,” 
she explains. 

Even when students decide not to enroll at  
The University of Akron, text communication can 

reveal a trove of invaluable data for admissions 
professionals. A great example looks at whether they 
felt the institution offered enough personal attention 
throughout the process. In addition, her department 
asks what factors influenced their decision, and often 
respondents will even share which school they’ll 
attend. “I’m doubtful they would disclose so much 
information via email,” Cunningham adds.

One final benefit of their robust texting program has 
been a marked decrease in “summer melt” — the term 
for students who have committed to a college and 
yet don’t show up in the fall. This costly phenomenon 
for colleges became increasingly prevalent during 
the pandemic. Cunningham states, “With frequent 
texting, we could continue to build that relationship 
and check in with the new class more often and in a 
more direct way than through email, which often slips 
through the cracks.”      

Institutions that don’t invest in these latest  
tech solutions could limit their potential numbers, 
as students gravitate toward schools that ease  
the process.
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“ With frequent texting, we could continue to build that relationship 
and check in with the new class more often and in a more direct way 
than through email, which often slips through the cracks.”

CASSIE CUNNINGHAM 
Assistant Director of Admissions, The University of Akron in Ohio 
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While institutions know digital engagement  
remains critical, they often have trouble acquiring 
the tools they need to do their job more effectively. 
Survey respondents cited four factors: 
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37% note the university 
prioritizes budget 
considerations without 
understanding the tool’s role. 

36% observe difficulty 
communicating/quantifying 
the benefits and/or ROI. 

35% say staff training  
and adoption issues exist. 

36% call out the university’s 
desire for a single-source, 

“one size fits all” solution, 
even if they need something 
more specialized.

Multiple barriers exist  
in procuring digital  
tools for communicating 
and building relationships 
with prospective students.
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These illustrate common issues articulated by 
Kochczynski’s clients and prospects. “It can be 
challenging when the person who will ultimately use 
the digital tool doesn’t have a seat at the table in 
prioritizing budget,” he explains. “They are the ones 
who can identify what methods and features are  
most effective.”

Cunningham knows all too well the flaws inherent 
in communicating ROI in higher ed, where multiple 
components influence a decision. These range from 
whether a prospect received ample financial aid to if 
they had a positive experience touring the campus. 
She also believes an over-reliance on ROI doesn’t 
accurately quantify another critical factor — whether 
a tool made staff’s lives easier. Her team has noticed a 
significant uptick in productivity by using Mongoose’s 
tools to streamline communication.

Kochczynski finds many higher ed clients initially 
focus on response rate when determining KPIs, but 
he believes that’s an unreliable measurement. For 
example, while a 70% response rate sounds great on 
the surface, it doesn’t necessarily mean the student 

took the desired action, such as filling out a form. 
“Ultimately, the text is intended to nudge students 
to complete a particular task, which is how we  
would measure success, rather than just response  
rate which could have resulted from a broken link or 
unclear instructions,” he points out. For this reason, 
a more insightful look at the details behind metrics 
should drive discussions about ROI rather than just 
the numbers.

“ It can be challenging when the 
person who will ultimately use 
the digital tool doesn’t have a 
seat at the table in prioritizing 
budget. They are the ones who 
can identify what methods and 
features are most effective.” 

MIKE KOCHCZYNSKI  
Client engagement manager, Mongoose
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Better data management has long been a goal  
of admissions departments. To manage admissions 
inquiries, more than half of respondents said  
their institutions use Customer Relationship 
Management (CRM) systems, Student  
Information Systems (SIS) or Enterprise Resources  
Planning (ERP). 

But often, these platforms introduce new  
challenges into the equation, and nearly 90% of 
respondents shared one or more frustrations they 
encountered. The top two entail difficulties  
obtaining the information they need, with 57% 
reporting they had to rely too heavily on either the 
marketing or IT department for data reporting.

I N S I G H T  3

Current CRM/ERP/SIS systems make it challenging 
to get the data users need to effectively 
communicate and build relationships with students.

What are your biggest frustrations with 
your current CRM/ERP/SIS systems in 
communicating and building relationships 
with prospective students? 

30% Having to rely too  
heavily on the Marketing 
department for data reporting. 

27% Having to rely too  
heavily on the IT department  
for data reporting. 

25% Too many touchpoints  
required to initiate outreach.
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While many tools do a fantastic job aggregating 
and maintaining data, Kochczynski finds they often 
don’t provide the decentralized, actual insights that 
offer a complete story. For example, while CRMs 
are a practical and powerful broadcast tool to ably 
handle outgoing messages en masse, they can 
create roadblocks in one-to-one communication and 
accessing individual incoming replies — especially via 
text. That can thwart engagement and hinder staff’s 
ability to connect with prospective students or answer 
their questions. Given this lack of focus on texting, 
CRMs aren’t up-to-date on the latest compliance 
issues and industry best practices.

That’s where tools such as Mongoose’s engagement 
platform, Cadence, go a step further. They allow 
customers to look more closely at metrics and results 
either from a campaign level or more globally and 
then lean on Mongoose’s client success team to help 
interpret them. “We don’t just send over reports 
for them to decipher or ask them to talk to the IT or 
Marketing departments. Instead, we’ll dive into what 
the results tell us, which allows us to make better 
prescriptions and adjust tactics while showing the 
ROI higher institutions need,” he explains.

These resources allow admissions professionals to 
quickly understand and interpret the data relevant to 
them so they can focus on building relationships with 
prospective students.
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“ We don’t just send over 
reports for them to decipher 
or ask them to talk to the IT 
or Marketing departments. 
Instead, we’ll dive into what 
the results tell us, which 
allows us to make better 
prescriptions and adjust 
tactics while showing the 
ROI higher institutions need.”  

MIKE KOCHCZYNSKI  
Client engagement manager, Mongoose
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Total cost of ownership is most important 
when evaluating digital initiatives.

The survey found that 40% of higher education 
executives cited the total cost of ownership — 
including costs to implement, maintain and optimize 
the system — as the top consideration when 
evaluating digital initiatives designed to communicate 
and build relationships with prospective students.

To Kochczynski, that perspective reflects an  
increased sophistication among buyers as they 

look beyond the initial price tag. “Any large-scale 
CRM or ERP system requires a significant monetary 
investment — not just in short-term initial costs, but 
in onboarding fees and multi-year contracts,” he 
says. And other important considerations include 
a cost in terms of time deployed to learn the ins 
and outs of the new system that takes away from 
the department’s core responsibilities of reviewing 
applications and putting on events.  

What criteria are most important when evaluating digital initiatives for 
communicating and building relationships with prospective students? 

40% 
Total cost of ownership 
(cost to implement, 
maintain and optimize) 

24% 
Burden on  
IT function 

34% 
Competitive 
advantages 

24% 
Cost of  
implementation

26% 
Enablement of 
business goals

24% 
Ease of 
implementation

25% 
Saving staff 
time 

24% 
Access to industry- 
specific advisors and 
support from a vendor
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Kochczynski shares that Mongoose’s support stays 
ongoing and open-ended, designed to consistently 
help institutions meet their goals rather than offering 
just a set number of hours or KPIs. Mongoose’s 
staff offers a unique mix of experience, with those 
who understand the technology, complemented by 
those like him who have spent their careers in higher 
education. “We can speak the language of higher ed 
with its acronyms and buzzwords, and we understand 
all the pain points because we’ve lived them, which 
allows us to view the data through the context of 
our customers’ needs,” he remarks. That combination 

of expertise allows the Mongoose team to devise 
creative use cases to make sure institutions receive as 
much as possible out of the systems. 

Within Mongoose’s Cadence platform, customers can 
make sure the right students get the right message 
at the right time. They can also import data into 
the system to show details, such as their history of 
interest via texting and the student’s progress in the 
process. It can even automate texts based on various 
information sets, like updating messages to nudge 
students about approaching deadlines.
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“ We can speak the language of higher ed with its acronyms and 
buzzwords, and we understand all the pain points because we’ve 
lived them, which allows us to view the data through the context  
of our customers’ needs.” 

MIKE KOCHCZYNSKI  
Client engagement manager, Mongoose
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Schools are investing in new technology.

While most often respondents cited email as the 
digital communications tool most effective in 
engaging with students and/or parents (42%), the 
survey results reflected that schools realize they need 
to incorporate other methods, leading to the rise in 
investment in various technology upgrades. 

Not only might that offer a more successful approach, 
but it’s more egalitarian, notes Kochczynski. “First-
gen students might not be as savvy to know to go to 
a specialty website like College Confidential or Reddit, 
and they might not have a peer group in the know. 
That means they can miss out on ‘insider information’ 
about the college admissions process, so it’s huge 
to have schools investing in their website and other 
outreach to make it easier for students and their 
families to seek advice and news.” 

When evaluating the efficacy of a website, he’ll 
suggest clients ask a friend or family member who’s 
not immersed in higher education to visit the site and 
search for information, such as the cost of tuition. 
Their experience offers insight that can help them 
improve navigation. For example, how many clicks  
did it take, and did it align with the terminology  
most people would use? While a search might take 
the user to a specific article, he reminds clients that 
sometimes a visitor needs a human to intervene and 
help clarify details. “Both should be available: easily 
activated automation, along with a human component 
when necessary.”

As the survey conveyed, higher education institutions 
face a tipping point for the future of student outreach 
and digital communication. Schools that don’t 
prioritize this powerful method of engagement  
will be left behind.  

“Those that embrace modern, value-based solutions 
such as what Mongoose offers will reap the benefits 
of more efficient and effective outreach that 
maximizes staff time and provides the authentic 
communication students want in the channels they 
expect,” Kochczynski says.

Half of higher education 
executives (50%) say 
their institutions plan to 
add Chatbots/Webchat 
in  2022/2023.

A S  D I G I TA L  T R A N S F O R M AT I O N  C O N T I N U E S , 
I S  YO U R  U N I V E R S I T Y  P R E PA R E D ?  
Could your tools use an upgrade? Contact Mongoose today to discover how they can help your 
university improve its outreach and boost interest from the next generation of students.
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A B O U T  M O N G O O S E  
Mongoose is on a mission to make every message count. 
We believe that having the right communications between 
the right people at the right time helps students, staff and 
alumni reach their goals and aspirations. Colleges and 
universities enjoy a 98% retention rate for students who 
opt into texting with Mongoose Cadence, the industry’s 
first and only solution built by higher ed professionals for 
higher ed leaders. From text-to-chat, Cadence engagement 
solutions enable more than 725 colleges to advance and 
inspire students’ success by increasing enrollment, 
engagement, retention, and alumni gifts.

L E A R N  M O R E
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studioID is Industry Dive’s global content studio offering brands 
an ROI rich tool kit: Deep industry expertise, first-party audience 
insights, an editorial approach to brand storytelling, and targeted 
distribution capabilities. Our trusted in-house content marketers 
help brands power insights-fueled content programs that nurture 
prospects and customers from discovery through to purchase, 
connecting brand to demand.
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