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ABSTRACT  

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the perceptions of out-of-state 

undergraduate students on college choice and the role of social media. Data were collected 

through semi-structured interviews with 13 out-of-state college students attending a midsized, 

four-year institution in the Midwest. Research focused on how students use social media, what 

information they found the most helpful during their college search, and what other factors had 

an influence on their college selection process.  

The study concluded aptitude, SES, high school performance, and educational aspirations 

were not influential on expectations of college life and college choice. College cost, location, and 

academic programs were found to be influential on students’ college choice which was 

consciously made based on experience with family, college personnel, and friends. Findings 

show, campus visits and social media are valuable sources of information regarding college 

choice and are used to triangulate and solidify their choice of college. Additionally, family 

circumstances and expectations of college life did not inhibit students from pursuing higher 

education out-of-state.  

The findings reveal college choice of out-of-state students is dynamic and complex and 

offer implications for theory. This information may also be of use to practitioners in K-12 and 

higher education through providing a greater understanding of the influences on college choice 

for students considering attending college out-of-state and may further assist them in guiding 

students as they make their college decision. Prospective student may also find this information 

helpful as they learn of the various resources available to assist with their college search and aim 

to make an informed and best-fit college choice.   
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CHAPTER 1 
 
 

Determining postsecondary plans is a difficult decision high school seniors face each 

year. Students have a plethora of postsecondary options, including college (4-year college or 

university, public community college, or private junior college), continuing education classes, 

life skills training programs, apprenticeships, career, vocational, or technical education, job 

corps, City Year and AmeriCorps, and military (National Youth Transitions Center, 2021). For 

those considering higher education, there are nearly 6,500 institutions within the United States to 

choose from (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019b). 

As students conduct their college search and clarify their postsecondary aspirations, they 

can utilize multiple available resources, which include but not limited to campus visits; 

recommendations from friends, family, and high school personnel; college websites; and print 

materials. Additionally, college recruitment efforts can help inform student decision-making. 

These efforts range from high school visits, admissions events, email and mail communication, 

and phone calls (Clayton, 2013).  

With social media growing in popularity over the past two decades, many businesses, 

especially educational institutions, have actively employed it as a marketing tool to attract and 

recruit prospective students (Leng, 2012). Some benefits of utilizing social media for universities 

include the ability to gauge students’ interests, respond to questions and concerns quickly, 

targeted recruitment, and low financial investment (Rekhter, 2012). With this in mind, social 

media might prove to be an effective tool to recruit a more diverse student body and, more 

importantly, assist prospective students in making a more informed college decision.  
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Research Problem Statement 

Student college choice is complex and dynamic as it is influenced by frequently 

interconnected factors such as college costs, financial aid availability, input from family or 

friends, interactions with the institution, social and cultural activities, diversity, and varsity sports 

(Constantinides & Stagno, 2012; Donnellan, 2003; Moogan, 2011; Olson, 2018). Current college 

choice models also acknowledge the role of student-related variables (e.g., high school 

performance, aptitude, educational aspirations, etc.) along with the familial and institutional 

factors described above (Chapman, 1981; Han, 2014). Consideration of these factors allows 

prospective students to achieve optimal person-college fit (Greenough, 2003; Holland, 1997; 

Porter & Umbach, 2006). 

With the emergence of the Internet, the process of selecting a college can be even more 

complex and, hence, prospective students and their families no longer have to rely on college 

information from high school counselors and teachers (Burdett, 2013; Mattern et al., 2010). The 

use of the Internet has allowed students to ‘shop around’ and look for the ‘best deal.’ 

Subsequently, the Internet can help expand students’ educational options and assist students with 

making a more informed college decision (Mattern et al., 2010).  

The Internet-based network platform, social media, provides an additional source of 

information (del Fresno Garcia et al., 2016; Horvath-Plyman, 2018). Today, nearly seven-in-ten 

Americans use social media to connect with one another, share information, stay informed, and 

entertain themselves (Pew Research Center, 2019b). Research by Horvath-Plyman (2018) 

discovered “high school and college students use social media at a greater rate and frequency 

than any other generation” (p. 1). Due to the number of young adults on social media, many 

colleges are using it as a key marketing component of the college admissions process. Colleges 
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use social media to share events, photos, and videos as well as to create interaction with their 

target audiences (Leng, 2012; Reuben, 2008; Thornton, 2017). Colleges use social media to 

showcase student life and encourage students to learn more by going to the university’s website 

or visiting campus. Social media, along with other electronic media, provides a richer and more 

interactive experience for students in a way print media cannot (Moogan, 2011). Social media 

expands the reach of colleges to students who may not have otherwise known about or 

considered certain colleges. 

Research conducted on the role of social media in the college choice process emphasizes 

the importance of social media in student’s choice of college in regard to college proximity and 

affordability, college access, and capital (Burdett, 2013; DiAna, 2014; Horvath-Plyman, 2018). 

Particularly, social media was found an effective tool to investigate colleges (Howell, 2019). 

However, the existing scholarship is limited to exploring social media in college choice with 

mainly in state students and through the lens of quantitative and mixed methods research 

paradigms.  

Comparatively, less is known about the college search journey of out-of-state students, 

whose representation in higher education is continuously growing due to increased student 

mobility and intentional university recruitment efforts (Jaquette & Curs, 2015; WOUB Public 

Media, 2019). The paucity of research regarding postsecondary choices of out-of-state students 

presents an opportunity to explore the unique experiences and perceptions of this sub-group in 

regard to their college decision as recounted by them. 

Existing scholarship recognizes the unique experiences of out-of-state students during the 

college choice process (Donnellan, 2003; Petr & Wendel, 1998). While many of the same factors 

as in state students influence out-of-state students, certain factors have a stronger influence on 
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one of the groups of students (Brown et al., 1999; Donnellan, 2003). Research has found out-of-

state students tend to have higher family incomes, more educated parents, higher academic 

achievement, and higher educational aspirations (Brown et al., 1999). Marketing and 

communication were more influential on the college choice of out-of-state students and 

individuals such as alumni and current students were less influential on their choice. Of the 

limited literature on out-of-state students and college choice much of it is over fifteen years old 

creating a need for further research.  

First, there is a need for additional research that explores the complexity of college 

choice of the growing out-of-state undergraduate student population to better meet their needs. 

Second, understanding the unique influences for students considering a college outside of their 

state of residence, students’ experiences with social media during the college choice process, and 

their expectations and attitudes toward their selected college is critical for teachers, parents, 

counselors, and colleges to help these make more informed decisions. Third, learning more about 

the overall college choice process from the out-of-state student perspective can also contribute to 

the marketing strategies used when recruiting these students (Price et al., 2003). Last, the 

findings from this study could assist students with making better-informed decisions on their 

college choice as they learn to recognize the abundance and importance of available resources, 

including social media, during their college search process. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study utilized David Chapman’s Student College Choice Model (1981) as the 

theoretical framework to explore perceptions and experiences of out-of-state undergraduate 

students during their college choice process especially as it relates to the role of social media. 
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Chapman’s research on college choice provided a basis for understanding the influences 

impacting a student’s decision to enroll in a particular college (Clayton, 2013).  

The two purposes of Chapman’s model were 1) to inform higher education administrators 

on the pressures and influences to consider when developing recruitment guidelines and practices 

and 2) to encourage continued research in the area of student college choice. The model sheds 

light on the college choice as a longitudinal process and provides insight into the important 

interrelated variables that guide a student’s choice on which college to attend (Chapman, 1981). 

The information can be useful as institutions evaluate their recruitment and marketing strategies 

and may assist researchers in better understanding the complexity of college choice and in 

deciding the direction of future studies.  

 Student individual characteristics, external influences, and expectations of college life all 

predetermine college choice according to Chapman’s model (see Figure 1). Individual student 

characteristics and external influences also impact students’ general expectation of college life. 

Chapman (1981) deconstructed student characteristics to include: socioeconomic status (SES), 

aptitude, level of educational aspiration/ expectation, and high school performance. External 

influences, as suggested by Chapman, pertain to significant persons, fixed college characteristics, 

and college communication efforts. I explore student characteristics, external influences, and 

general expectations of college life in greater detail later in this section. 
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Figure 1. David Chapman’s Student College Choice Model (1981). 

Students of different socioeconomic status enter college at varying rates. Those from a 

higher SES are more likely to attend a four-year college (Chapman, 1981). Family income, a 

single, but important aspect of SES, impacts a student’s ability to qualify for financial aid. 

Students from higher income families tend to prefer private universities, those from middle 

income prefer state universities, and those from lower income preferred state colleges and 

community colleges (Chapman, 1981). SES influences other attitudes and behaviors related to 

college choice, including educational aspirations and expectations.  

Aptitude influences high school achievement and performance on aptitude tests 

associated with college entrance examinations, both of which are commonly used to screen 

applicants for college admission (Chapman, 1981). Students tend to self-select institutions with 
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students of similar aptitude. Colleges often publicize average test scores and grade point 

averages (GPA) for their students. Prospective students often use this information to decide 

whether a particular college is a realistic option for them or not.  

While different, both level of educational aspiration and expectation are influential on 

college choice (Chapman, 1981). Aspiration refers to a person’s wishes or desires for the future, 

and expectation focuses on the reality of what one predicts they will be doing or have 

accomplished by a certain time. Educational aspirations and expectations have also been found to 

correlate with high school performance, which as stated previously, eventually limits the 

institutions students will consider or that will consider the student (Chapman, 1981).  

High school performance, which includes GPA and class rank, are two of the more 

explicit criteria colleges use to evaluate students for admission. Prospective students use this 

information to determine which colleges interest them including the aptitude of students they 

would expect to meet and their chances of being admitted (Chapman, 1981). Additionally, 

students with strong high school performance receive more encouragement and assistance from 

teachers, counselors, family, and friends to continue their education.  

Chapman considered parents, siblings, friends, high school teachers, and counselors all as 

influencers in the college choice. These groups influenced student college choice in the 

following ways: comments about a particular college, advice on the college a student should 

attend, and where friends choose to attend college (Chapman, 1981). When considering social 

media as an additional source of information, there is potential, content posted by current and 

prospective students will influence prospective students’ college choice.  

Fixed college characteristics, including location, costs, and the availability of desired 

programs, are hard for a higher education institution to change and tend to define the institution’s 
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image and reputation. Chapman found many of these factors are interrelated. For example, 

students’ academic ability and family income influence their geographic mobility and therefore 

impact the colleges they will consider. Students with higher academic ability and little to no 

financial need tend to consider a wider range of colleges than students with lower academic 

ability and greater financial need. 

For many students, proximity to home is influential on their college choice. Cost can be a 

barrier for students to consider and attend college certain colleges. Cost and financial aid are 

often considered together. Financial aid was designed to reduce or eliminate the issue of students 

not being able to afford college (Chapman, 1981).  

Some of the most important characteristics students look for in a college are those related 

to their desired program. Students look for a college that offers the courses necessary for them to 

get the job they desire or enter graduate school and more. This was particularly true in 

specialized areas of study and less true for broader and more widely available areas of study 

(Chapman, 1981). 

A characteristic more easily changed by the institution is the efforts made to 

communicate with students. This includes written communication, campus visit, and 

admissions/recruiting. Many colleges are using a marketing approach to admissions which 

includes research on their target market, development of a marketing plan, and new strategies 

including programming and communication (Chapman, 1981). Activities such as high school 

visits by admissions staff or campus visits by prospective students are some of the most effective 

recruitment activities.  

Chapman’s model also takes student expectation of college life into consideration. 

External influences along with the student’s individual characteristics shape student expectations 
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of what it will be like to attend a particular college. However, information students gain about a 

college while in high school, influence of significant persons, and communication with the 

college may be filtered by a student’s general expectations of college life (Chapman, 1981). 

Students may make decisions based on stereotypes rather than considering the student experience 

at different colleges. The influences in Chapman’s model was be affected by student 

expectations. 

The model seeks to explain the impact each of these characteristics has on a student and 

the relationship between them as a student moves through the college choice process (Chapman, 

1981). While most, if not all, of the characteristics mentioned in Chapman’s model from 1981, 

are still applicable today, it does not provide an exhaustive list of all the possible influences on 

college choice. Social media emerged decades after the model was developed. Today, many 

colleges use social media as a means to engage and communicate with prospective students. 

Insight into the role of social media in the college choice may help us better understand 

how students are using social media during the college search and what content is the most 

influential. This information may be of value to family members, high school counselors and 

other school personnel who play a role in the college choice process. It may be of particular 

interest for admissions officers who are continually exploring various ways to engage with 

prospective students before, during, and after their college choice. Additionally, these data may 

be particularly valuable to higher education administrators as they evaluate their recruitment and 

marketing strategies.  

Chapman’s research focuses on traditional age students (18-21 years of age) (Chapman, 

1981). While some components of the model such as the fixed college characteristics may be 

applicable to a larger student population, there are several differences in the pressures and 
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influences on out-of-state undergraduate students not accounted for in the model. Students who 

choose to attend a university outside of their state of residence experience a unique college 

search process. Although many of the characteristics in the model are still relevant for out-of-

state students, their importance from student perspectives may vary. For example, significant 

persons may play less of a role in the college choice of an out-of-state students as their family, 

friends, and counselors are likely less knowledgeable about universities not within their state of 

residence. Instead, fixed college characteristics such as availability of programs and college 

efforts to communication including campus visits and social media may serve a more important 

role in their college choice.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this research was to explore the college choice process to gain a better 

understanding of how out-of-state undergraduate students use social media. Specifically, this 

study aimed to investigate how students are using social media to learn about colleges when 

making their decision to attend an institution located outside of the student’s state of residence.  

The study was guided by the following research questions:  

1. What influence, if any, do student characteristics, external influences, and general 

expectations of college life have on out-of-state undergraduate students’ college 

choice?  

2. How does social media influence college choice for out-of-state undergraduate 

students?  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 

Universities use a wide array of strategies for recruiting students. While social media is a 

newer marketing strategy in higher education, it is one of the ways to meet the students where 

they are (Turner, 2017). By reviewing literature and research in the field I seek to better 

understand how universities use social media, how prospective students use social media, and 

more specifically how prospective students are using social media during the college choice 

process. I also explore the other factors that play a role in college choice and the unique process 

students from out-of-state experience, including a greater level of influence from college 

communication and lower level of influence from significant others than in-state students.  

Use of Social Media 

Aichner and Jacob (2015) defines social media as, “social networks like Facebook but 

include blogs, business networks, collaborative projects, enterprise social networks, forums, 

microblogs, photo sharing, product/services reviews, social book marking, social gaming, video 

sharing and virtual worlds.” A 2005 national telephone survey of 2,002 adults, living in each of 

the 50 United States found, only 5% were using some form of social media. By 2011, that 

number had risen to nearly 50%, and today around 72% of American adults are using social 

media (Pew Research Center, 2019b). Young adults (age 18-29) are among the earliest adopters 

and continue to be the highest user group (Pew Research Center, 2019b).  

There are dozens of social media platforms with popularity varying between countries 

and age groups. The five most popular social media sites used by young adults in the United 

States are YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, and Twitter. As discussed below, daily use 

of each platform varies among U.S. adults.  
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YouTube, a leader in online videos, allows users to watch and share original videos 

(Reuben, 2008). A survey of nearly 2,000 U.S. adults found the majority now use YouTube. 

While YouTube is accessed at a lower daily rate than other platforms (51% access the site every 

day), the video-sharing platform is still the most utilized by young adults, with 94% reporting 

they use the site (Pew Research Center, 2019b).  

Facebook is the most widely used social media site across all age groups (Pew Research 

Center, 2019b). “People use Facebook to keep up with friends, upload an unlimited number of 

photos, share links and videos, and learn more about the people they meet” (Reuben, 2008, p. 3). 

For young adults, ages 18-29, Facebook was the second most utilized platform with 79% 

reportedly using the site (Pew Research Center, 2019b). Of the 2,002 adults interviewed by Pew 

Research Center (2019a) nearly three-quarters accessed Facebook daily, and about half accessed 

the site several times a day. 

Reuben (2008) explains Twitter as “a cross between instant messaging and blogging that 

allows users to send short (140-character) updates” (p. 5). Of the nearly 2,000 U.S. adults 

surveyed, 24% reported using Twitter. Use was higher among young adults, with 40% of the 352 

surveyed using Twitter (Pew Research Center, 2019a). TargetX (2017) reported a decline in 

student use of Twitter. 

Instagram is an app dedicated to video and photo sharing (Instagram, 2020). The app has 

noticed a recent increase in users with nearly two-thirds of young adults surveyed utilizing the 

platform, making it the third most popular platform for young adults after YouTube and 

Facebook (Pew Research Center, 2019b). A study of 2,000 adults found more than 60% of 

Instagram users access the site daily (Pew Research Center, 2019a). 
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According to Snapchat’s website, the app “lets you easily talk with friends, view Live 

Stories from around the world, and explore news in Discover” (Snapchat, 2020). A study of 

2,000 U.S. adults found, a little over a quarter utilized the app (Pew Research Center, 2019b). 

The app is significantly more popular with young adults with 62% reporting they use Snapchat. 

The study also found, over 60% of Snapchat users access the site daily (Pew Research Center, 

2019a).  

There are many other less utilized social media platforms mentioned in the literature 

including Google+, Pinterest, Tumblr, Clouds, Foursquare, iTunes, LinkedIn, Tagboard, Vimeo, 

and Vine (DiAna, 2014; Thornton, 2017). It is interesting to note that, in some cases students 

reported never having used a specific social media platform that other students are using multiple 

times a day. For example, in a study of 131 college freshmen and sophomores 38% of students 

never used Pinterest while 19% used it multiple times a day and 15% use it once per day (DiAna, 

2014).  

A recent survey conducted with 2,281 high school juniors and seniors found signs of 

disenchantment with social media (TargetX, 2020). The study showed that at least some high 

school students are staying away from social media. One-third of students surveyed did not use 

social media at all to research colleges. Some students commented about their choice to stay off 

social media with one student adding how harmful it is to youth (TargetX, 2020).  

With social media strategy likely varying from institution to institution, it is important to 

pay attention to which platforms students are using and to be experiential as to cast a wider net 

(Turner, 2017). If universities are not on the same social media platforms as prospective students 

they are missing an opportunity (Thornton, 2017). Below I further explain how colleges are 

using social media as a recruitment tool.  
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Social Media Use by Colleges 

Social media is a new communication channel for colleges and allows for more targeted 

messaging (Moogan, 2011). The key to using social media effectively is creating two-way 

communication that seeks engagement rather than simply being an additional channel for 

broadcasting or advertising (Constantinides & Stagno, 2012). This is an unfamiliar approach for 

some marketing departments and may require restructuring and acquiring personnel with the 

right capabilities (Constantinides & Stagno, 2012). If social media is to be used for enrollment 

purposes it requires personnel are fluent in both social media content and operation (Rekhter, 

2012). With the increase in competition among universities, many are feeling the pressure to be 

creative and standout on social media. 

Nearly half of all official college social media accounts are managed by one or more 

individuals from the respective marketing/communications/public relations office (Reuben, 

2008). Other official accounts are managed by either undergraduate admissions, alumni offices, 

or web development offices (Reuben, 2008). Some universities also have a second account 

managed by their admissions office (Thornton, 2017). Accounts managed by admissions offices 

show a strong commitment to connect with and recruit prospective students. In the following 

section, I provide an overview of the most common content shared on social media by 

institutions of higher education, social media platforms used, and considerations when using 

social media for marketing.  

Social Media Content Posted by Colleges  

Colleges take unique approaches when using social media. Creating attractive social 

media content and connecting with prospective students can be a major challenge 

(Constantinides & Stagno, 2012). Some colleges are paving the way in terms of creative and 
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engaging content on social media. They use a variety of strategies including but not limited to 

content calendars, goal sharing, posting events, announcing academic and financial support 

opportunities, and university-wide activities via audio-visual content and hashtags. For instance, 

Butler University did just this when they sent a message to admitted students asking for their 

pet’s name and then mailed the students’ pets an admission packet that included a treat and a 

letter promising Butler University would take care of the pets’ human while away at college. The 

idea took off and admitted students, current students, and alumni all started sharing pictures of 

their pets. This creative idea created a connection with admitted students and sense of caring 

about students individually (Turner, 2017). 

Some universities use a content calendar to help with creating a social media strategy. 

These calendars may be as simple as a spreadsheet with broad themes. Others use management 

tools to assist with monitoring, post scheduling, and analytics (Turner, 2017). Social media 

managers shared the importance of using metrics and evaluation.  

In sharing their college’s social media strategies and goals, one social media manager 

said their two goals are: 1) to encourage students to visit campus and 2) to give students who 

cannot visit a sense of what campus looks and feels like. Some colleges achieve this through 

videos and 360 photos, both which have high rates of engagement (Turner, 2017). Another social 

media manager uses social media to drive students to the university website where they can learn 

more about campus, programs, and admission (Turner, 2017). Many of these same themes 

appeared when examining the social media accounts of universities across the U.S. and other 

countries.  

Event posts were popular and included campus events open to the community, 

admissions events specifically for prospective students, and current events for enrolled students 
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(Leng, 2012; Thornton, 2017). These posts often included photos or videos. Other popular posts 

include those related to graduation and alumni (Leng, 2012; Moogan, 2011). Sharing stories 

about alumni and their career trajectory’s were also found to be useful promotion material 

(Moogan, 2011). 

Admissions, scholarships, applications, recruiting, and recruitment were all common 

terms found on colleges’ social media accounts (Thornton, 2017). The overwhelming use of 

these recruitment-related terms shows a commitment to prospective students. Other frequently 

used words are universities, students, and athletic-related words. Other common posts feature 

academic programs and athletic-related activities. Recruitment-related posts are not 

overwhelmingly liked, shared or commented on by prospective students creating a need for 

colleges to find a balance between recruitment-related posts and engaging content (Thornton, 

2017).  

A survey of 900 high school sophomores, juniors and seniors found photos (67%), videos 

(49%), and student social media takeovers (45%) make the most interesting content (Ruffalo 

Noel Levitz, 2019). Students said they want to see more information on activities and events 

posted (DiAna, 2014). Other comments from students included wanting more photos, videos, fun 

facts about student life, insight into college life, and more on sports.  

Hashtags are a popular component of social media posts and typically follow a post or 

tweet or accompany a picture on Instagram (Thornton, 2017). Both universities and their 

followers engage in the use of hashtags. Common hashtags include university names (e.g., 

#NotreDame), nicknames (e.g., #TTU), and mascots (e.g., #gofrogs).  
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Social Media Platforms Utilized by Colleges 

The most common platforms colleges utilize are Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and 

Snapchat. Other social media platforms utilized include Flickr, Weibo, and blogs (Turner, 2017). 

Facebook and Twitter are good platforms for answering student questions. While others such as 

Instagram, Snapchat, and YouTube provide students with a visual of campus and can help depict 

the diversity on campus, helping students to see there are students with similar backgrounds as 

them at the institutions (Horvath-Plyman, 2018; Turner, 2017).  

A content analysis of 16 university and college social media accounts found Instagram 

had the most likes and shares by both current and prospective students (Thornton, 2017). This 

aligns with findings by Pew Research Center (2019b) stating Instagram is the most utilized 

platform among young adults. Universities are using Instagram to share content about athletic 

and academic programs, campus events, student recognition, and admissions events. Another 

widely used platform by young adults is Snapchat. While some universities are using Snapchat, 

findings show it is often underutilized especially considering the amount of students on the 

platform (Thornton, 2017). Twitter is used to post much of the same content as Instagram and 

additionally retweets, news regarding politics, research, current events, quotes, and community 

service (Thornton, 2017). Benefits of Twitter include promoting content, fast feedback, and 

finding new audiences (Reuben, 2008).  

A survey of 175 higher education web, marketing and communication professionals 

found the majority of colleges are using Facebook as a tool to communicate with current 

students, connect with alumni, and for recruitment (Reuben, 2008). Content posted by colleges 

on Facebook can generally be categorized as either for advertisement or engagement (Leng, 

2012). Research by Leng (2012) found, of the 11 Singapore colleges and universities studied, 
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81% of Facebook posts were created for user engagement, while 19% were created for 

advertisement. Advertisements included a clear call to action to the user. Engagement posts 

strive to create interaction among users. Engagement posts included information on job fairs, 

guest lectures, workshops, pictures and videos of events, invitations to contests and events, and 

congratulatory messages to graduating students (Leng, 2012).  

Research found inquiries on Facebook received attention quicker than email or phone 

calls. Average response time on Facebook was one to two days (Leng, 2012). Some inquiries 

submitted via Facebook received contact information ultimately leading to an email or phone 

call. Anywhere from 10-21% of inquiries went without a response. On average it took one to 

four days for a complaint to be addressed, slightly longer than the response time for inquires.  

Colleges have been using videos as a recruitment tool for more than two decades. 

YouTube has provided a platform for these videos to be uploaded and easily distributed, 

reaching a much wider audience. While YouTube can be used to reach alumni as well as current 

and prospective students the majority of content posted appears to be for recruitment purposes 

(Reuben, 2008). Though many colleges and students are on YouTube, findings show colleges are 

underusing their accounts and therefore missing opportunities to reach prospective students 

(Thornton, 2017).  

Usage and following for official university social media accounts vary based on student 

body size, the level of activity on the account, and the content posted (Thornton, 2017). When 

studying the social media accounts of colleges across the U.S. Thornton (2017) found a number 

of outdated social media accounts, yet these accounts are still being advertised on college 

webpages. Many active accounts had little to no recent activity. Research by Leng (2012) found 

colleges made on average less than one post per day on Facebook decreasing the opportunities 
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for engagement and making it harder to build a community through the social media site. Larger 

universities tended to have larger followings and higher levels of engagement (Thornton, 2017).

While social media is a helpful recruitment tool, there are a few things colleges must consider 

when utilizing social media.  

Considerations for Using Social Media Marketing 

While there are many benefits to using social media such as openness and user generated 

content, there are considerations to be mindful of as well including responsiveness, privacy, and 

control. While openness is an advantage of social media it can also quickly become a 

disadvantage if organizations are trying to hide things from public scrutiny (Constantinides & 

Stagno, 2012). Social media is designed for user generated content, which can cause issues if 

students or personnel are making public complaints (Constantinides & Stagno, 2012). 

Complaints on social media can create a negative impact on a university’s brand if not handled 

properly (Leng, 2012).  

Social media has the ability to build or break trust. Nine in ten students expect a response 

on social media within 24 hours (TargetX, 2017). This means it is important for universities to be 

constantly monitoring their social media accounts. Leng (2012) said, “When the level of 

responsiveness is low on social network sites, it may lead to lower trust and hence an even lower 

level of participation from members” (p. 22).  

Due to the power of social media, privacy and control over content remain concerns 

(Rekhter, 2012; Reuben, 2008). Research suggests colleges create social-media focused policies 

and new organizational structures of marketing departments to ensure social media is monitored 

and kept up-to-date (Constantinides & Stagno, 2012). Another recommendation from the 
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research is creating student positions whose main focus is maintaining social media sites and 

training additional personnel (Rekhter, 2012).  

Social Media and the College Choice Process 

In this section I explore how prospective students use social media during their college 

choice including the influence of official college social media accounts, affiliated accounts, 

private social media groups, and accounts of current students. The number of students who use 

social media to research colleges seems to be increasing. TargetX, a customer relationship 

management (CRM) provider in higher education, produces the Social Admissions Report each 

year. The most recent report found 58% of the 2,281 high school juniors and seniors surveyed 

used social media to research colleges (TargetX, 2020). This was an increase from their 2017 

study which found, only one-third of high school juniors and seniors surveyed used social media 

for their college research (TargetX, 2017).  

For the 2019 E-Expectations Report, Ruffalo Noel Levitz surveyed 900 high school 

seniors, juniors, and sophomores. Findings show around 60% of high school juniors use social 

media to learn more about a school. Nearly 50% of juniors use social media after seeing the 

university website or print materials. For high school seniors they are using social media most 

after visiting campus, after being accepted, and after applying (Ruffalo Noel Levitz, 2019). Of 

the students using social media to research colleges 34% reported using it once a week or more 

to research colleges and 21% reported using it once a month or less. 

In 2018, 142 prospective and current college students in the New York and New Jersey 

area were surveyed regarding their use of social media in relation to college choice, access, and 

transition. Social media was one of many influential factors on college choice including 

traditional resources such as family, college admissions counselors, and campus visits. Over half 
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(58%) of students reported social media was somewhat influential on their college choice 

(Horvath-Plyman, 2018). Students reported the most valuable content was perspectives and lived 

experiences of current students which helped provide insight into student life at each college. 

Other findings from the study include social media is more influential for females than males, 

and the most influential with Asian American and Chicano/Latino students (Horvath-Plyman, 

2018). While prospective students are using social media when selecting a college, they do not 

rank it hugely influential on their decision of where to attend.  

Students cited using social media to answer questions such as “Will I like the people?” 

and “Will I feel welcome?” (TargetX, 2017). The top activity for students as they conduct their 

college search is to watch videos posted by the college and other students. This could be one 

reason YouTube is among the top platforms for prospective high school students (TargetX, 

2017). In a recent study of 2,281 high school juniors and seniors 27% of students reported 

college videos on YouTube were a major influence on their college choice, with another 45% 

reporting they had some influence (TargetX, 2020). YouTube videos can provide an in-depth 

view of campus life allowing students to picture themselves there and help them make their 

decision on where to attend (TargetX, 2020). Other popular activities include reading a student 

blog, searching for a specific hashtag, and participating in a live chat (TargetX, 2017).  

The 2017 Social Admissions Report stresses the importance of distinguishing between the 

social media platforms students are active on and those that they use to find college information 

(TargetX, 2017). The top platforms used by students during their college search include 

Instagram, YouTube, Facebook, and Snapchat (Ruffalo Noel Levitz, 2019; TargetX, 2017; 

TargetX, 2020). Twitter and Pinterest were the least used during the college choice process. In 

recent years students have favored Instagram over the other platforms with 51% of students 
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reporting they followed college Instagram feeds when making a decision on where to apply 

(TargetX, 2020). 

Prospective students use social media to find and connect with each other. Students use 

social media to find others with similar interests, in the same courses, or from the same country. 

Other uses include searching for roommates, searching for fellow attendees at events, and 

gaining information on courses, or other assistance (Leng, 2012). While social media can aid 

students in learning more about other prospective students, students also used it to make quick 

judgements about others. Some students use social media to find information on their future 

roommates before moving in together. One counselor shared a story where a student requested a 

roommate change even before meeting their roommate based off their roommate’s perceived 

presence on social media (Horvath-Plyman, 2018).  

In a recent study by TargetX, 32% of students responded they did not or would not use 

social media as a resource in deciding where to attend (TargetX, 2020). Some students who 

reported not using social media or other Internet-based resources during their college search 

shared their choices were limited by either themselves or their families, therefore they did not 

seek out information on other institutions (Burdett, 2013). One student shared, his parents 

wanted him to go to college at UC Irvine or UCLA, and therefore, there was not a need to 

research other colleges. While not all students use social media as a resource during their college 

choice, there are still many that do utilize it and find value in the information shared by colleges.  

Official College Social Media Accounts  

Social media allows students to interact directly with colleges. Several studies found 

around 60% of students have “liked” or “followed” the colleges they are considering attending 

(DiAna, 2014; TargetX, 2017; Turner, 2017). While more than half of students like or follow 
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official college accounts many of them are not inclined to interact with the content posted or with 

college representatives. Students are rather using social media to gather information and to form 

impressions of colleges (TargetX, 2020). Other ways students use social media includes 

following updates from the admissions office and to correspond with faculty and or staff 

(Burdett, 2013). 

Interactions with admissions staff on social media were found to be very or extremely 

important to 60% of students (TargetX, 2020). The most common questions colleges receive on 

social media relate to admission requirements, application deadlines, acceptance decisions, and 

fees (Horvath-Plyman, 2018; Leng, 2012). Another common question college personnel involved 

in recruitment receive is “Why this college?” Because colleges are aware this question is on the 

minds of so many, they try to answer that question through social media by sharing photos of 

campus or facts about housing. 

Studies found information shared on student life, school, photos, and student activities to 

be the most valuable (DiAna, 2014; TargetX, 2020; Thornton, 2017). Information that remained 

mostly unchanged and could be found on the college website or printed materials including 

majors, tuition and scholarships, admissions deadlines, and career services were considered to be 

the least valuable (DiAna, 2014). While survey results show this information to be the least 

valuable, it was still valuable to a significant number of students in the study. While students 

found official college social media accounts helpful for learning about campus life, events, and 

application and enrollment deadlines, they indicated a need for overall awareness of colleges’ 

social media presence.  

Students believe the main function of official social media accounts is as a marketing tool 

and are therefore skeptical of the authenticity. Students felt colleges wanted to present the best 
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version of themselves on social media to appeal to prospective students and therefore the 

messages are more polished (Horvath-Plyman, 2018). Students often started their social media 

search with official college accounts and found other affiliated accounts as they are seeking 

specific content relevant to their interests.  

Affiliated Social Media Accounts 

Students will seek out social media accounts of clubs or organizations in which they are 

interested in learning more about and potentially joining (Horvath-Plyman, 2018). Cultural and 

ethnic student groups have been organizations prospective students are particularly interested in 

learning about through social media (Horvath-Plyman, 2018; TargetX, 2020). A Hispanic student 

in one study noted, finding a college with Latinx clubs was very important to her as she felt these 

clubs would assist with her transition to college (TargetX, 2020). Some students even said the 

clubs and organizations offered by the college are a deciding factor in their college choice 

(Horvath-Plyman, 2018). Another way prospective students use social media is by joining 

private social media groups.  

Private Social Media Groups  

A more recent trend is the use of a private social media group for an incoming class that 

stays with them throughout their time at the college. Some colleges have their own platform they 

manage these groups through while others utilize Facebook groups (Horvath-Plyman, 2018). Of 

the 131 freshmen and sophomores surveyed at a Midwestern university, 60% reported their 

college provided a social network exclusively for admitted students. Of that 60%, over three-

quarters of those students joined the group (DiAna, 2014). When asked about the importance of 

interacting with other admitted students 52% responded it was not at all or very unimportant 
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(DiAna, 2014). Similar results were found in a 2020 study where 45% of students said 

interacting with other admitted students was important (TargetX, 2020).  

One institution who utilized Facebook for their incoming class said the group was 

managed by admissions initially and after enrollment the group was handed over to student 

success where it was managed by a Student Success Counselor (Horvath-Plyman, 2018). These 

groups help students connect and network amongst each other prior to and during their time in 

college. Students use the groups to search for roommates, connect with peers on other social 

media platforms, and share about the programs for which they are involved. All of these 

activities help create a sense of community and help the students realize they are not alone 

(Horvath-Plyman, 2018).  

Some universities strategically include a current student in the group to assist with 

answering questions from incoming students. Students are appreciative of the peer to peer 

support provided by the current students (Horvath-Plyman, 2018). These groups have become a 

valuable resource to students as they make the transition from high school to college. On 

average, students ranked their experience with the admitted student social network group as 4-

good on a 5-point scale (DiAna, 2014). Often another group prospective students seek to connect 

with is current students.  

Social Media Accounts of Current College Students  

Corresponding with a current student was found to be one of the most common ways 

students are using social media during the college choice process (Burdett, 2013; TargetX, 

2017). A mixed methods study of 134 prospective and current college students in the New York 

and New Jersey area found students will interact with others they do not know in-person on 

social media to ask for advice and gain information on college. One student shared, after being 
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admitted to a particular college she went on Facebook and messaged students from the university 

that she had not previously known asking them questions (Burdett, 2013).  

One study found nearly half of the 134 students surveyed reported using social media to 

correspond with current students (Horvath-Plyman, 2018). These conversations have proven to 

be influential with nearly 40% of students reporting conversations they have on social media 

influenced their college choice (TargetX, 2017). Studies show half or slightly more of students 

indicated viewing content from and interacting with current students was very or extremely 

important during the college choice process (DiAna, 2014; TargetX, 2020). 

With prospective students’ desire for authentic and genuine insight into student life at a 

particular college, social media accounts of current students is the most influential and sought 

after perspective (Horvath-Plyman, 2018). Students often seek out other students with similar 

demographics and interests (Horvath-Plyman, 2018). When asked how they came across these 

personal accounts, students responded they searched the name of the college and keywords to 

review comments people made. They then identified the individual as a current student by the 

information on their profile or by what they said (Horvath-Plyman, 2018).  

A challenge for colleges is to energize and motivate current students to contribute more 

content, preferably content that is beneficial to the institution (Constantinides & Stagno, 2012). 

This can be done through current students leaving comments or reviews about the institution or 

publishing on their personal social media accounts. This practice can assist with creating brand 

awareness (Constantinides & Stagno, 2012).  

Students use social media in a variety of ways during their college search including 

interacting with offical university accounts, affiliated accounts, joining a group for admitted 

students, or engaging with current college students. While over half of students reported using 
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social media during their college choice process, social media was not found to be one of the 

most influential factors in college choice. Below I explain other factors that play a role in college 

choice. 

Other Factors Influencing College Choice 

Students consider a wide variety of criteria when making their college choice (Joseph et 

al., 2012). Factors such as input from family or friends, college costs, and interactions with the 

institution are all important to a student when choosing a university (Constantinides & Stagno, 

2012; Donnellan, 2003; Moogan, 2011; Olson, 2018). Also discussed are individual student 

characteristics including socioeconomic status, high school performance, and 

aspirations/expectations. However, it is still somewhat unclear what prospective students are 

looking for as they search and consider their college options and which factors have the greatest 

impact on their decision (Clayton, 2013).  

Individual Student Characteristics  

Research shows, those from higher SES are more likely to attend a four-year institution 

(Chapman, 1981). Income level, a single, but important aspect of SES, also plays a role in the 

type of institution students prefer. Students from upper income households tend to prefer private 

universities to more lower income students who tend to prefer community or state colleges 

(Chapman, 1981). One student shared the college she chose was not her first choice, but was 

chosen due to financial constraints (Stephenson et al., 2016).  

Colleges often describe the type of students they aim to recruit and enroll using high 

school performance (GPA and class rank) (Chapman, 1981). Some colleges publicly post test 

scores and class rank of their entering class, causing students to compare themselves and 

ultimately discouraging those who do not meet the same criteria from applying (Chapman, 
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1981). Students tend to self-select universities they believe has students of similar aptitude to 

themselves. Those students with strong high school performance receive more encouragement, 

greater amount of guidance from school officials, and more scholarships. Research shows, 

students who are more confident in their ability are more likely to attend a private or Catholic 

university (Chapman, 1981).While there is little research showing how aspiration and 

expectation influence a student’s choice in a particular university, research does show they both 

influence a student’s college plans (Chapman, 1981).  

Another common term for college choice is “institutional fit” or more simply “fit.” Fit is 

considered an important consideration for prospective students as they navigate the college 

choice process (Mattern et al., 2010). One researcher noted, students select a university based on 

best fit for their personalities, background, and goals at the time they enter (Fitz Gibbon et al., 

1999). Another researcher described this as students searching for a college where students 

similar to themselves feel comfortable. This type of fit becomes increasingly difficult to 

determine as universities have made efforts to recruit and enroll diverse populations causing the 

student body to have multiple subcultures within it (Fitz Gibbon et al., 1999). While a student’s 

internal characteristics such as socioeconomic status, aptitude and high school performance, and 

level of aspiration/expectation influence their college choice, there are a number of external 

influences at play as well.  

External Influences  

External influences include three categories: the influence of significant others, fixed 

college characteristics, and college efforts to communicate with the student (Chapman, 1981). 

Significant others encompass friends, family, and school personnel. Fixed college characteristics 

include cost and financial aid, location, and availability of programs. Written communication, 
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campus visit, and admissions/ recruiting are all included in college efforts to communication 

with students. Below I breakdown each of the three categories and explain the influence each one 

has on college choice.  

Significant Persons  

 Family, friends, and high school personnel play a role in college choice for high school 

students. I have also included current students and admissions counselors in this section as they 

are often significant individuals in a student’s college choice. Below I have explored the 

influence of each of these groups on college choice.  

Comments about a college, direct advice on where a student should attend, and where 

friends choose to attend all influence a student’s decision (Chapman, 1981). Stephenson et al. 

(2016) explained that both positive and negative perceptions impact student choice. One student 

shared they had heard a college was a “party school” and the student felt it was a 

misrepresentation of the college and felt a sense of pride in refuting the comment (Stephenson et 

al., 2016). 

Researchers found family was the biggest influence on college choice with parents being 

the most influential (Donnellan, 2003; Horvath-Plyman, 2018; Petr & Wendel, 1998). Nearly 

three-quarters of students ranked parents’ opinion as very or somewhat influential on their 

college choice (Donnellan, 2003). Siblings also played a significant role in decision-making 

(Horvath-Plyman, 2018). Contrary to other studies Constantinides and Stagno (2012) found 

family and friends to be less influential than campus visits, university websites, and brochures in 

terms of factors influencing college choice (Constantinides & Stagno, 2012).  

Research by Stephenson et al. (2016) found having family or friends attending the 

student’s college of choice to be an important factor. One student said many of her friends 
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attended the college and had shared how much they loved it. Another student shared her aunt 

was an alumnus, while one more said their sisters and mother are all alumni of the college. These 

students may feel a sense of comfort and familiarity based on the experiences of their friends and 

family (Stephenson et al., 2016). 

Other individuals that influence college choice include high school guidance counselors 

and college admission counselors. A study of 668 first-time college freshmen at University of 

California Irvine (UC Irvine) found guidance counselors are cited as one of the most utilized 

resources with three-fourths of students using guidance counselors during their college choice 

(Burdett, 2013). The study also found 72% of students utilized admission counselors who visited 

their high schools. These visits were less influential than guidance counselors were but were still 

an influential factor during the search process for many students.  

The use of current students in recruitment helps align university marketing strategies with 

what students want and are looking for. Things that could be overlooked by staff are often 

recognized by current students (Maringe, 2006). Some colleges have started student ambassador 

programs to assist with new student recruitment (Maringe, 2006). Students may interact with all 

or some of these significant persons during their college choice process. Described below are 

other factors at play, which include fixed college characteristics.  

Fixed College Characteristics  

Prospective students have preferences they have determined prior to choosing and 

enrolling at a university. Mattern et al. (2010), lists the following as factors a student considers 

when making their college choice: “private or public, coed or same sex, two-year or four-year, 

distance from home, institutional size, and campus setting” (p. 20). Chapman (1981) developed a 

similar list of characteristics or factors including location, costs, campus environment, and the 
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availability of desired programs. He referred to these as fixed characteristics, with the exception 

of location the others are controlled by the institution and tend to define the institution 

(Chapman, 1981). As students go through the college choice process, they are constantly 

evaluating the universities’ fit with their preferences. Below I discuss the influence of academic 

reputation, cost, location, and major on college choice.  

Several studies found academic reputation or academic quality to be one of the most or 

the most influential factors for students (Burdett, 2013; Joseph et al., 2012; LaFave et al., 2018; 

Maringe, 2006; Petr & Wendel, 1998). A study of over 650 college freshmen found more than 

90% of students rank academic reputation/ academic quality as very or somewhat important in 

college choice (Burdett, 2013). Reputation could be gathered from friends, family, or rankings of 

some sort (Burdett, 2013). Hearing others say a certain college is a great school was comforting 

and reassuring to students.  

Students also shared the reputation of their major and the program faculty was important 

(Maringe, 2006; Moogan, 2011; Stephenson et al., 2016). Chapman (1981) notes, “Even as 

changes are made (e.g., new programs added), it may take a long time for image and reputation 

to change with prospective students, their parents, and their guidance counselors” (p. 495). 

Students in one study mentioned accreditation of the institution as a factor in college choice 

(Joseph et al., 2012). 

Another highly influential factor is cost. Many researchers have found cost makes a 

difference in a student’s college choice (Burdett, 2013; Donnellan, 2003; LaFave et al., 2018; 

Maringe, 2006; Petr & Wendel, 1998; Stephenson et al., 2016). A survey of 453 freshmen at the 

University of Massachusetts Amherst found price to be the most important institutional factor 

(Donnellan, 2003). Other studies have found similar results with nearly two-thirds of students 
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ranking cost as very influential on their college choice (Burdett, 2013; LaFave et al., 2018). 

Availability of financial aid and scholarships was also found to be an important factor in college 

choice (Joseph et al., 2012). While cost may not be the most influential factor for all students, 

many exercise cost consciousness as part of the college choice process (Stephenson et al., 2016). 

Location also plays a role for students.  

Some researchers have found location was one of the most influential institutional 

attributes in college choice (Burdett, 2013; Donnellan, 2003; Joseph et al., 2012). Of the nearly 

700 freshmen surveyed at UC Irvine, three-fourths ranked distance from home as very or 

somewhat influential (Burdett, 2013). One study found more participants chose a college in close 

proximity to their home rather that students who chose a college further from their home 

(Stephenson et al., 2016). Another common influencing factor was major (LaFave et al., 2018; 

Maringe, 2006; Stephenson et al., 2016).  

Research shows a specific program offering is an important factor in college choice (Petr 

& Wendel, 1998; Stephenson et al., 2016). In a study of 30 first-time in college freshmen 

Stephenson et al. (2016) discovered 98% of students consider a specific major or program as 

very or somewhat important in their college choice. Not all universities offered students’ desired 

major. Related, Constantinides and Stagno (2012) found universities offering a variety of majors 

to be a top influencing factor.  

College Efforts to Communicate with Students  

Universities begin to influence student perceptions on their institution early on through 

their communication efforts. These efforts include written information, campus visits, 

admissions and recruitment, and media. During the college search students ranked college 

websites, brochures, emails from the college, and social media as the most utilized resources 
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(TargetX, 2020). College livestreams, phone calls and text messages from the college were 

ranked as less valuable although still important to a significant number of students.  

A common form of written communication is promotional materials. Promotional 

materials aim to provide information on what the institution is like, the types of students that 

attend there, and what students can expect if they choose to attend (Fitz Gibbon et al., 1999). 

Chapman (1981) adds, “Printed materials is one of the relatively few ways a college can exercise 

direct influence on prospective students’ choice” (p. 491). Research by Constantinides and 

Stagno (2012) and Moogan (2011) found university brochures to be one of the top influencing 

factors for students. Another influential form of communication is the campus visit.  

A campus visit is highly valued as a source of information (Constantinides & Stagno, 

2012; Fitz Gibbon et al., 1999; Stephenson et al., 2016). Of the nearly 450 students surveyed at 

UC Irvine, Burdett (2013) found 75% utilized a campus visit during their college choice. The 

study found campus visits are the most utilized resource and the most influential with three-

quarters of students reporting tours as very, somewhat, or slightly on their college choice. Only 

2.7% of students stated their campus visit as not influential at all (Burdett, 2013).  

Informal campus visits are utilized by 66.4% of students during their search (Burdett, 

2013). One study found, these visits were the third most influential traditional resource behind 

campus visits and high school guidance counselors (Burdett, 2013). Students are also utilizing 

overnight stays on campus with 41% of students reporting the use of an overnight stay. Of the 

students who went on an overnight visit, 34.5% found it influential in their choice, while 6.4% 

did not find it influential at all.  

A more recent trend in admissions is the use of enrollment management organizations. 

These organizations collect student data, often indicated on standardized tests such as the ACT 
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or SAT, to identify prospective students similar to those already enrolled at the institution 

(Mattern et al., 2010). These students have promise for success at the institutions and therefore 

are considered a potential good fit. Colleges use this student information for targeted 

communication and recruitment.  

Colleges also use media to communicate with students. One commonly used form of 

media is official college websites. A recent study by TargetX (2020) found 54% of high school 

juniors and seniors surveyed said a college’s website was very or extremely important in their 

decision to apply to a particular college. Another study found over 74% of students visited 

between three and 10 college and university websites and 12.9% visited between 11 and 30 

websites. Only 3.6% of students report not visiting university websites during the choice process 

(Burdett, 2013). Often students arrive at an official college website after learning about a college 

through a college search website. 

Websites commonly used during the college choice process include CollegeBoard.com 

and PrincetonReview.com. Research found CollegeBoard.com was the most influential college 

search website followed by U.S. News and World and the PrincetonReview.com (Burdett, 2013). 

These websites all rank universities. Nine out of ten students used at least one of these college 

search websites during their college search (TargetX, 2017). One student said, 

CollegeBoard.com helped him eliminate some colleges for his search while also including others 

he didn’t know about prior to his search (Burdett, 2013). Others influential websites students 

cited are Wikipedia.com, Naviance.com, CollegeProwler.com and Unigo.com (Burdett, 2013). 

An additional form of media used by colleges is online ads.  

A 2020 study of high school juniors and seniors found nearly three-quarters of high 

school juniors and seniors has noticed ads from a college or university on their computer or 
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mobile device (TargetX, 2020). Of those students, over half (56%) have clicked on at least one 

ad. Retargeted ads, or those that appear after you visit a specific website, are another form of 

online ads colleges use. TargetX found, 58% of students remember seeing a retargeted ad from a 

college or university. Nearly half (46%) of students said it had no impact on their perception of 

the institution, 41% reported it has a somewhat or very positive effect on their perception. While 

only 13% reported the ad having a somewhat to very negative response (TargetX, 2020). 

Face-to-face contact is still important to students when they are making their college 

choice. A recent study by TargetX (2020) revealed students welcome personal contact from 

colleges once they’ve been accepted and are decision where to ago. The study found 46% of 

students said they wanted in-person contact from the college and 41% wanted a phone call 

(TargetX, 2020). 

With the increasingly competitive landscape in higher education, colleges depend on their 

communication efforts to attract prospective students to the institution. These efforts include 

written communication, campus visits, admissions and recruiting, and media. The college choice 

is a unique phenomenon and looks different for each student. One particular student group I am 

interested in learning more about are out-of-state students. 

Out-of-State Students and College Choice  

Researchers recognize the unique experiences of out-of-state students during the college 

choice process (Donnellan, 2003; Petr & Wendel, 1998). Data from the U.S. Department of 

Education indicates the number of students attending out-of-state universities is increasing 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2019a). These increases vary greatly across the U.S., 

for example from 2012 to 2017 the number of in-state freshmen enrolled in Kansas institutions 

decreased on average about 8%, while colleges in states such as Tennessee and Maryland noticed 
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as much as a 40% decrease in in-state student enrollment (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2019a).  

Individual Student Characteristics of Out-of-State Students 

Individual characteristics and external influences impact the college choice of out-of-state 

college students differ from the ones identified in research with traditional students. Overall, out-

of-state students have higher family incomes, more educated parents, higher academic 

achievement, and higher educational aspirations (Brown et al., 1999). For instance, a qualitative 

study of 120 first-year students at a Midwest college found, approximately 80% of out-of-state 

students and 62% of in-state students had household incomes of $80,000 or more (Brown et al., 

1999). Out-of-state students however, received more financial aid than in-state students did. 

Brown et al. (1999) considered the difference in family income between in state and out-of-state 

students to be a great disparity. Higher family income gives students greater mobility to visit and 

attend college out-of-state. 

The parental education levels tend to be higher for out-of-state students. This finding was 

true of both mother’s and father’s education levels (Brown et al., 1999). On average out-of-state 

students’ mothers attained at least a Bachelor’s degree, whereas in-state students did not average 

attaining a Bachelor’s degree. Out-of-state students reported .01% had attained only a high 

school degree compared to 39% of in-state students. Even though the parents of in-state students 

achieved degrees at lower rates, in-state students showed higher educational aspirations (Brown 

et al., 1999). Out-of-state students also reported higher high school GPAs thus opening up more 

opportunities and ultimately allowing students to be more selective during their college choice 

(Brown et al., 1999).  
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External Influences Impacting Out-of-State Students’ College Choice  

Out-of-state students also experience significant differences in external influences on 

their college choice (Donnellan, 2003). The most influential factors for out-of-state students 

include a specific major or program, reputation of the college, cost, and college communication 

efforts (Brown et al., 1999; Donnellan, 2003; Petr & Wendel, 1998). Major, reputation, and cost 

are also highly influential for in-state students.  

Out-of-state students rated college communication or marketing efforts significantly 

more influential in their college choice (Brown et al., 1999; Donnellan, 2003). These efforts 

include radio advertisements, view book, catalog, major, campus visit, open house event, 

website, and admissions (Donnellan, 2003).  

The influence of significant persons was also different for in-state and out-of-state 

students (Brown et al., 1999). In-state students are more likely to have family members who have 

attended the college they are considering (Brown et al., 1999). Out-of-state students are also less 

likely to interact with alumni and current students therefore, both groups are less influential in 

their choice than their peers from in state. Since face-to-face interactions with individuals 

connected to the university are more limited for out-of-state students, this could contribute to the 

importance marketing materials play in their choice (Donnellan, 2003). These findings indicate a 

need for targeted marketing materials for out-of-state students (Donnellan, 2003). 

Campus visits, while significantly important to both groups are of great influence and are 

more widely utilized by out-of-state students (Brown et al., 1999). This could be partially due to 

familiarity, as out-of-state students are less likely to be familiar with the institution and region. 

In-state and out-of-state students agreed the aesthetics of the campus was the most enjoyable part 
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of their campus visit (Brown et al., 1999). Both groups mentioned the residence halls and food as 

their least favorite parts of their visit.  

Other important factors for out-of-state students include campus climate and culture. 

Brown et al. (1999) and Donnellan (2003) explained varsity sports, social life, and fraternity and 

sorority life are of greater importance to out-of-state students. Safety and diversity also had a 

significantly greater influence on out-of-state students.  

While cost was considered an important factor for both in-state and out-of-state students, 

there was not a significant difference in which group valued cost more during their college 

choice (Donnellan, 2003). Other factors that are insignificant to in-state or out-of-state students 

include location, availability of a variety of majors, scholarships, financial aid or intramural 

sports (Donnellan, 2003). Petr and Wendel (1998) found in state and out-of-state students choose 

a college for many of the same reasons and recommended using the same methods for 

recruitment for both groups.  

Summary  

The college choice has been an area of interest for over forty years. Studies confirm there 

are a variety of individual student characteristics and external influences that impact a student’s 

college choice. While many of these factors have remained somewhat unchanged over the years 

such as fixed college characteristics (e.g., location and cost), some have evolved quite a bit. The 

areas that have and continue to change include college communication efforts including 

electronic communication including by not limited to websites, text messaging, and social media.  

The emergence of social media has added yet another potentially influential factor in 

college choice. This literature review offers confirmation that social media is utilized by many 
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prospective students to research college. While not highly influential for a large group of 

students, social media is an influencing factor for some students.  

While many of the same factors influence in state and out-of-state students, certain 

factors have a stronger influence on out-of-state students including communication from the 

college, and campus visits. Much of the literature on college choice for out-of-state students is 

over fifteen years old. With the growing number of students attending college outside of their 

state of residence, there is a need for more research in this area.  

The following chapter addresses the study’s research methodology in further detail and includes 

information on the data collection, analysis, research quality, and ethical considerations.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 
 
 

This qualitative research study investigated the college choice process of out-of-state 

undergraduate students and their use of social media in college exploration and choice. Below I 

discuss the rationale for the selected research design and data collection methods, research site, 

and participants that took part in the study. The chapter concludes with the description of data 

analysis, research quality, and ethics. 

Research Design 

Considering the research phenomenon of studying the college choice of out-of-state 

undergraduate students and the possible influence of social media on their decision to attend a 

specific institution, I chose a basic qualitative approach to study design. This type of approach 

aims to understand how people make sense of their lives and their experiences (Merriam, 2016). 

While all forms of qualitative research attempt to uncover participants’ understandings of their 

experiences, the other types of qualitative studies have an additional dimension not found in a 

basic qualitative study. 

Basic qualitative studies are common in research in education. Data collected through 

interviews, observations, or document analysis supports this research design. Data are analyzed 

by identifying recurring themes within the data (Merriam, 2016). The final interpretation is the 

researcher’s understanding of the participants’ experience with the research phenomenon.  

The overall goal of the study was to understand the participants’ experiences with the 

college choice process. While there has been previous research in this area, few have explored 

the topic from a qualitative perspective, allowing the participants to share and make meaning of 
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their experiences with the college choice process and how they were shaped, if at all, by social 

media.  

Research Site 

I chose to conduct this study at Rock College (RC). To protect participants’ anonymity, 

the name of the site was replaced with a pseudonym. RC is a midsized, four-year institution, 

situated in the Midwest region of the country. RC, a public research university, offers 

undergraduate, master’s level, and doctoral programs. The institution is comprised of over 

15,550 students, of which nearly 11,000 (70%) are undergraduates, 3,100 (20%) are graduate 

students, and 1,600 (10%) are non-degree seeking. According to 2020 RC internal records, the 

student body consists of approximately 58% female and 42% male and 58% White, 23% are 

under-represented minority (Black non-Hispanic, Hispanic, American Indian/ Alaskan Native 

and Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander), 4% multiracial, 12% international, and 3% 

missing.  

This site was chosen because of the university’s growing number of out-of-state students. 

Of the approximately 11,000 undergraduates at RC, 1,400 (13%) are non-residents, who are 

commonly referred to as out-of-state students. The largest number of out-of-state undergraduate 

students comes from the states of Oklahoma (n=358), Missouri (n=314), and Texas (n=304) and 

continues to increase. Between 2010 and 2020, RC has reported a 12% decline of in-state 

undergraduate students (n=10,025 in 2010; n=8,820 in 2020) and a 217.5% increase of students 

from out-of-state (n=440 in 2010; n=1,397 in 2020). Such trend is common across U.S. colleges 

indicating the highest decline of in-state undergraduate students nearing 30% (National Center 

for Education Statistics, 2018). 
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Participants  

Participants for the study were chosen using purposeful sampling. I worked 

collaboratively with an administrator at RC who was able to help me identify potential 

participants to provide their perceptions of the college choice process and the influence of social 

media. Working with my contact at RC, I was able to obtain the names and email addresses of 

211 second-year, non-resident, undergraduate students. According to the university’s website, a 

non-resident student must not have lived in the state for a continuous 365 days prior to starting 

college. These students were invited to engage in the research specifically because of their recent 

experience with the college choice. These individuals shared rich insights and deep 

understanding of the research topic and provided an opportunity to examine the research problem 

from multiple perspectives to develop an in-depth understanding of the problem (Creswell, 

2012).  

Participants were asked to discuss the role of social media in their college choice. To 

illuminate the perceptions of social media’s influence on the college choice, 211 second-year 

out-of-state undergraduates were invited to participate in the study. All participants were invited 

to the study via email and once they confirmed their willingness, an interview date, time, and 

location were scheduled. In total, I interviewed 13 participants. The study participants were six 

males and seven females and represented five home states: Arizona, Missouri, Nevada, 

Oklahoma, and Texas. 

Data Collection 

Data collection occurred through semi-structured interviews, to gain a better 

understanding of various factors influencing college choice and participants’ experiences 

pertinent to the phenomenon. Through the use of individual interviews, I was able to gather data 
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from a variety of perspectives. Recognizing the unique position of out-of-state students in their 

second year, these individuals were invited to participate in an individual interview.  

Individual interviews generated thick, rich descriptions of the college choice process as 

recounted by the participants (Yin, 2015). Individual semi-structured interviews allowed 

respondents to expand on questions and allow for immediate follow-up and clarification of 

information (Merriam, 2016). Interview questions were developed with the goal of an anticipated 

hour-long conversation with each participant. Questions focused on how students use social 

media, what information they found the most helpful during their college search, and what other 

factors had an influence on their choice (see Appendix A).  

Participants were able to choose either a virtual or an in-person interview. Of the 13 

students interviewed, four choose a virtual interview and nine elected to meet in-person. Virtual 

interviews occurred through the use of Zoom. While in-person interviews took place on the 

Rock College campus at an agreeable location in the settings comfortable and secure for the 

participants to share their perspectives. In order to prevent the transmission of Covid-19, the 

research and participants took the following precautions during in-person interviews:  

1) six feet of physical distance was maintained throughout the interview process; and 

2) facemask or face shield was worn. 

With participant consent, sessions were digitally recorded and later transcribed. 

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

Google voice typing, a service of Google, was used to transcribe audio-recordings 

collected during the interviews, and later reviewed for accuracy. Each transcript was reviewed 

individually to get a general sense of the data. Interview transcripts were then exported to 

Microsoft Excel and broken down by participant response.  
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Categories were generated from the theoretical framework and literature review. These 

categories were communication, social media use, content, factors, people, opportunities, 

expectations, and demographics. After determining the broad categories, each interview response 

was assigned a category. The interview responses with the same category were all grouped 

together on the same Excel sheet. This helped to break the data down into small groupings of 

similar information, which could then be coded.  

Using the interview responses under each category, I identified emerging themes (Plano 

Clark, 2015). Themes are major ideas or concepts that emerge from the data and provide a 

detailed interpretation of people, places, or events (Creswell, 2012, p. 245). Themes that 

emerged were added to the Excel file as a drop-down list and then each excerpt was assigned a 

code. A code of other was an option and all of those marked with other were analyzed again to 

either develop a new code or place within the most appropriate code. After each piece of data 

was coded, information was grouped by codes and analyzed to develop themes and further 

inform research findings and conclusions.  

Research Quality  

Research pertains to the truth value or the confidence in a research work (Krefting, 1991). 

It requires researchers apply rigor in how they collect, analyze, and interpret data such that 

findings from the research can be trusted (Lapan & Reimer, 2012). Research quality includes 

credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The 

quality of research is important and should never be compromised because of the impact it has 

on people’s lives and society at large.  
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Credibility  

Research credibility allows for establishing how research findings match reality based on 

the data (Lapan & Reimer, 2012). Reality is based on participants’ constructions, as well as how 

they experience, interpret, and make meaning of their reality. Multiple realities can exist based 

on the number of participants in a study (Yin, 2015). The information from the participants and 

the answers to the research questions are based on the participants’ reality of their own 

experiences. Therefore, different strategies were utilized to ensure the credibility of data and the 

study overall (Merriam, 2016). These strategies are adequate engagement in data collection and 

member checking.  

Adequate or prolonged engagement in data collection requires researchers spend 

sufficient time during the data collection and analysis process. This provides researchers the 

opportunity to understand what is going on at every stage of the research (Merriam, 2016). I was 

involved with the research for two years. During the first year, I explored the literature and wrote 

the proposal for the study. I used the second year to get approval from the Institutional Review 

Board (IRB), conduct the study, and collect relevant data. The final part of the study was focused 

on the data analysis and interpretation.  

One of the procedures I employed to ensure research credibility was member checking. 

Member checking allows for ensuring the collected data are accurate. Data collected during the 

interviews were transcribed verbatim and transcripts were sent to participants to review and 

confirm their perceptions and experiences were accurately represented (Merriam, 2016). Member 

checking also encouraged the participants to clarify their statements and add additional 

information as needed.  
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Dependability  

The reliability of the findings in a research study is the dependability. It means if the 

study is replicated in the same context, using the same methods and participants, similar results 

will be found. Dependability refers to the trustworthiness of the work. Trustworthiness is the 

truth value of a research work and procedures of data collection and analysis (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985).  

I collected data by conducting semi-structured interviews which were audio-recorded to 

capture participants’ perspectives. The audio recordings were transcribed verbatim and analyzed 

with a critical eye. Part of making the study dependable is being reflective throughout the entire 

research process. This includes being constantly mindful of my positionality as a higher 

education professional and the potential of my position to impact the study and its findings. 

A peer reviewer was utilized for dependability in this study. Coded de-identified data 

with emerging themes and findings were shared with a research colleague with prior experience 

conducting qualitative research. The colleague independently reviewed the findings and 

conclusions of the research. This method helped to ensure dependability was achieved.  

Positionality 

The relationship between the researcher and participants and the researcher’s role in data 

collection makes the examination of positionality an important part of any study. In the course of 

this inquiry, I interviewed second- and third-year undergraduate students. The identity of both 

interviewer and interviewee may have impacted the data collection. I was mindful of 

preconceived ideas, stereotypes, and assumptions I brought to the research from my own 

previous training and professional experience. This practice enabled me to establish the link and 

show consistency between the data, methodology, and findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  
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Due to my professional experience in higher education and particularly that of an 

admission professional directly involved in recruitment of undergraduate students, it was 

important to be constantly reflective of how my position might impact the study and the process 

of data collection, analysis, and interpretation. While my current position does not have direct 

oversight of social media efforts, I am aware of my institutions’ general social media strategy. 

This may have impacted my ability to fully listen to the participants’ stories and not interject if 

they were struggling to recall something they saw or experienced during the recruitment process 

or on social media. At the beginning of this study, I clearly stated my positionality as it relates to 

who I am as a professional and how this might impact the overall study. This exercise ensured I 

was aware of my subjectivities as I progressed through the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). 

Confirmability  

Confirmability refers to the neutrality of the researcher and is concerned with objectivity 

and the absence of personal bias (Shenton, 2004). Patton (2005) argued it is difficult to ensure 

true objectivity in research and certain measures such as positionality check, reflexivity, and 

member checking help to reduce research bias. Confirmability provides evidence for how data 

were collected and the sources of data used such that readers can see the support for conclusions 

(Lapan & Reimer, 2012). I engaged in strategies such as those mentioned above including 

member checking to confirm the data and findings. Through the practice of member checking, 

transcripts were sent to participants to confirm their perspectives were well represented.  

Transferability  

Transferability is the extent to which the findings of a study can be applied to other 

settings by using rich, thick, and detailed descriptions of the phenomenon (Merriam, 2016). 

Qualitative studies most commonly occur in selected environments and include a small number 
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of participants, therefore it is impossible to claim a study’s findings can be replicated in other 

environments and populations (Merriam, 2016; Shenton, 2004). I included a rich description of 

the data collection process, data analysis, and findings to establish the context of the study 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This could provide a better understanding of the entire study to readers 

so they can determine if the findings might transfer to their own context (Lapan & Reimer, 

2012). Aside from adding to the body of knowledge in the field of higher education, there might 

be other colleges, universities, or secondary schools within and outside of the United States that 

may find this study transferable to their own settings.  

Ethics 

Adhering to ethics of research ensures that valid and reliable research is conducted with 

integrity and in an ethic manner (Merriam, 2016). Ethics guide the way data are collected, 

analyzed, interpreted and presented (Patton, 2015). As the main instrument for conducing 

qualitative research, the researcher has to bring a strong sense of ethics and integrity into the 

study. Collected and reported information must be accurate and reported honestly (Yin, 2015). 

As the primary researcher, I have completed the appropriate Collaborative Institutional 

Training Initiative (CITI) modules. Completion of these modules is a university requirement to 

ensure professional and scholarly integrity. Several steps were taken to ensure all participants 

were treated with respect and dignity throughout the study (Lapan & Reimer, 2012). These steps 

included guarding participant confidentially throughout the entire study and ensuring they 

understand what their participation entails. To ensure confidentiality, all identifying information 

was removed from the data reported (Lapan & Reimer, 2012) Participants’ names were replaced 

with pseudonyms.  
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All participants were informed of the purpose of the study, asked if their participation in 

the study is voluntary, and asked to sign an Informed Consent prior to participation. As part of 

the Informed Consent, participants were made aware of any potential risks and their ability to 

skip questions should they cause any discomfort. Participants were also excused from the study 

without consequence at any point, if they so choose. Last, the study received approval by the 

Internal Review Board (IRB) at Rock College (see Appendix B). 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 
 
 
This study examined the college choice for out-of-state undergraduate students and the 

influence of social media. The chapter begins with the description of study participants’ 

backgrounds. It then proceeds with the discussion of participants’ college choice with the focus 

on the external influences (e.g., fixed college characteristics, significant persons, and college 

communication efforts) as emphasized by the participants. The chapter concludes with the 

findings pertaining to the role of social media in college choice and students’ expectations of 

college life. Data shows academic program, family, and campus visits were the most influential 

external characteristics in college choice. Many students used social media during their college 

search, but the degree of influence it had on their college choice varied.  

Meet the Participants 

Participants in this study were six male and seven female out-of-state students. They were 

second- and third-year students and represented a variety of academic majors including 

engineering, natural sciences, education, business, fine arts, and social and behavioral sciences. 

The participants represented five states including Oklahoma, Missouri, Texas, Arizona, and 

Nevada. There were some similarities in what colleges the participants considered attending, 

with the most common being Kansas State University (3), Stephen F. Austin (3), University of 

Missouri Kansas City (2), Oklahoma State University (2), Texas Christian University (2), 

University of North Texas (2). Below is a summary of each participants’ background, their home 

state, and colleges they considered attending and applying to (see Table 1). 
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TABLE 1 
 

STUDY PARTICIPANTS’ BACKGROUNDS  
 

Name Gender Classification Major Home State Other Colleges 
Considered 

Aaron  Male  Sophomore  Biology  Missouri  • University of Missouri 
Kansas City 

• University of Missouri 
St. Louis 

• Colorado College 
• Stanford University 
• Yale University  

Caitlyn  Female  Sophomore  Science Education  Missouri  • Park University 
• William 

Jewell College 
Eric  Male  Sophomore  Sport 

Management  
Oklahoma  • Troy University 

• Clemson University 
Vince  Male  Sophomore  IT Management 

Information 
Systems  

Oklahoma  • Robert Morris 
University 

• Oklahoma State 
University  

Allie  Female  Sophomore  Marketing  Texas  • Stephen F. Austin 
State University 

• Texas Christian 
University  

Ray  Male  Sophomore  Aerospace 
Engineering  

Missouri  • United States Air 
Force Academy 

• United States Naval 
Academy  

Austin  Male  Sophomore  Guitar 
Performance and 
Political Science  

Missouri  • University of 
Missouri Kansas City 

• Missouri State 
University 

• Kansas State 
University 

•  University of 
Kansas  

Ilaina  Female  Junior  Social Work  Arizona  • Miguel University 
• Northern Arizona 

University  
Karrie  Female  Sophomore  Criminal Justice  Nevada  • Southern Utah 

University 
• Utah State University 
• University of Alaska 

Anchorage 
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TABLE 1 (continued) 

Name Gender Classification Major Home State Other Colleges 
Considered 

Lexie  Female  Sophomore  Health Science  Texas  • Kansas State 
University 

• Texas Tech 
University 

• University of North 
Texas 

• Texas State 
University 

• Tarleton State 
University 

• Stephen F. Austin 
State University  

Isaac  Male  Sophomore  Sport Management  Oklahoma  • University of North 
Texas 

• University of 
Central Oklahoma  

Esmeralda  Female  Sophomore  Middle Level Math 
Education  

Texas  • Texas A&M 
University 

• Stephen F. Austin 
State University 

• Texas A&M 
University - Corpus 
Christi 

• Southeastern 
Oklahoma State 
University 

• University of 
Oklahoma  

Rainey  Female  Junior  Sport Management  Oklahoma  • Oklahoma State 
University 

• Texas Christian 
University 

• University of Texas 
• Kansas State 

University  
 

Aaron is a second-year Biology student from Grain Valley, Missouri. He grew up in a 

family of five. His father and brother have several health issues and he spent a significant 

amount of time helping them. Outside of the house, he was involved in sports, including football 
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and track and field. The Quest Bridge Scholarship program, which pays for tuition and fees at a 

partner institution of higher education, invited Aaron to apply for their program his senior year.  

Caitlyn graduated from a small high school in Missouri where she was the salutatorian 

and a member of the cheerleading and volleyball teams. She grew up in a large family; she has 

seven siblings and eight nieces and nephews. Caitlyn is a sophomore studying education.  

Eric is from the Oklahoma City-area, where he attended a large high 

school. He did not enjoy his high school experience. He is currently a sophomore studying sport 

management and is a member of a fraternity where he serves on the Executive Board as the Vice 

President of Philanthropy. His dream job is to be the general manager for the Oklahoma City 

Thunder.  

Vince is a sophomore from Jenks, Oklahoma. He was formerly a semi-

professional gamer and was part of the RC Esports Team for a while. His initial major 

was engineering, but he recently changed his major to IT Management Information Systems.  

Allie is a biracial student from Texas. She considers herself “the baby” in her tight-knit 

family and considers her father as her best friend. While she was in high school, Allie’s 

father was dealing with cancer and other issues. Allie is a marketing major and enjoys watching 

and analyzing human behavior and what drives consumer purchasing. She is able to practice 

these skills at her internship with an insurance company. Allie works on-campus for the RC 

Alumni Association. 

Ray is an aerospace engineering student from Kansas City, Missouri. He swam 

competitively growing up and was being recruited to swim in college. He found a job as a swim 

team coach in the town his college is located. Ray is a second-year student and a scholarship 

recipient. 
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Austin is from Kansas City, Missouri. In high school, he was deciding between pursuing 

music and going to college to earn a degree in engineering. He decided to go the engineering 

path and is now a sophomore. He has since changed his major to guitar performance and political 

science. Austin is active on campus and participates in the Student Government Association 

and several performance groups. He also enjoys playing intramural sports. 

Ilaina was born in Montreal, Canada and her family later moved to Arizona. Most of her 

family still lives in Arizona, a place she still loves even after moving away for college. Ilaina 

has an aunt and uncle who live near Rock College, where she currently attends school. She is 

a junior, studying social work, and is a big RC men’s basketball fan. She claims you can see her 

at every game “looking crazy.”  

Karrie is originally from Las Vegas, Nevada. Growing up she was a gymnast and aspired 

to attend college on a gymnastics scholarship. While Karrie was still in high school, her mother 

became ill and made the decision to move to Pearce allowing her to be closer to family. She took 

both of Karrie’s sisters with her while Karrie stayed in Las Vegas with her legal 

guardian. Karrie is currently a sophomore, studying criminal justice with hopes of becoming a 

police officer and later detective in sex crimes or narcotics. 

Lexie is a sophomore from Fort Worth, Texas. Her grandparents live in a small town not 

far from RC and she visited Pearce many times growing up. She entered college as a business 

major, but recently changed her major to health science. She is hoping to pursue Physical 

Therapy later on.  

Isaac is a first-generation college student from Oklahoma City. He is a sophomore 

studying sport management major. Currently, Isaac serves as a resident assistant in one of the 

residence halls on-campus, which he enjoys. 
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Esmeralda is a sophomore from Texas. She comes from a family of 

educators and decided to pursue the same career path. She is studying to be a middle school math 

teacher. Dance was a big part of her life growing up and she is now a member of the Rock 

College Dance Team. She is also in a sorority. 

Rainey was born and lived in West Virginia for the first ten years of her life before her 

family moved to Oklahoma City. Her grandfather, father, and sister all attended Oklahoma State 

University (OSU), making her an OSU legacy. She always had an interest in the sport 

industry and is now pursuing a degree in sport management.  

Out-of-State Student College Choice 

In this section, I describe the most significant external influences on college choice for 

out-of-state students. These influences include fixed college characteristics, significant persons, 

college efforts to communication with students, and expectations of college life. Findings show 

academic program, family, and campus visits are the most influential of the external influences. 

Below is a selection of quotes that support the overarching factors identified in the data. Table 2 

lists the factors in descending order of the most influential on college choice.  

TABLE 2 
 

FACTORS IFNLUENCING COLLEGE CHOICE  
 

Factor Sub-
Factor 

Supporting Quotes 

Fixed College 
Characteristics 
 
 

Academic 
program  

“I heard that the criminal justice major was growing here at Rock 
College. Especially since the university built the Law Enforcement 
Training Center. Getting to have crime scene reconstruction there, and 
have forensic science there as well, and to be able to get all that hands-
on work was an influencing factor to me as well. And that's why I 
eliminated either K-State or KU because they didn’t have that.” 
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TABLE 2 (continued) 
 

Factor Sub-
Factor 

Supporting Quotes 

Fixed College 
Characteristics 
 
 

Location  “It was far enough away from home that my parents and siblings 
couldn't pop up at a random time and be ‘Oh, hi we're here!’ No, they 
have to plan a trip. I could be independent and learn life skills that I 
didn't have at home because everything was taken care of at home for 
me.” 

 Cost “The deciding factor for me was especially the out-of-state tuition that 
was offered at that time. My dad was going through cancer and getting 
separated and then losing another family member. It was really hard.” 

Significant 
Persons 

Family “I went on a campus visit to Oklahoma State. Afterwards he sat his 
stuff down and he looked at me and said, ‘I want you to know, this is 
about you. I know how it feels, I know there's pressure from your 
sister. I know this is something that we talked about for a long time, 
but I want you to know Oklahoma State was the right fit for me, but it 
may not be the right fit for you and doesn't have to be the right fit for 
you. I want you to go where you feel you're going to be successful, 
and you feel you're going to be happy’. I remember being shocked 
because again not a heart-to-heart person, but for him to be it's okay. 
That's what made me accept that I could go somewhere.” 

College 
Communication 
Efforts 
 

Campus 
Visit 

“The whole drive is only four and a half hours. My mom and I drove 
up and I had butterflies the whole way. I was like, ‘Oh my goodness I 
felt like I was taking my first actual step into going to college.’ I was 
super nervous. But the moment I stepped foot on campus I had this 
wave of peace fall over me. I was like, ‘Okay this is where I'm 
supposed to be.’” 

Social 
Media 

“I would say that it impacted me or my decision rather because of 
some of the information that was available. I'm going to point to a 
School of Fine Arts Instagram page again. They usually inform about 
faculty events, band concerts, and I like to see that. And seeing what 
types of ensembles are available here got me excited and wanting to 
join probably too many of them that I can handle. That was pretty 
big.” 

General 
Expectations of 
College Life 
 

Academics “It was completely different from what I had pictured, because as a 
first-gen student I had absolutely no idea. I had to guess. I did feel it 
was going to be a little bit like high school in a way. I didn’t expect to 
have as much free time as I did freshman year. I thought that there 
would be a lot of studying. Once I got up here, I got bored pretty 
quick. Because I was expecting to constantly be studying and 
constantly be doing homework and it was completely different from 
that. That was a little bit of a shock.” 

Social Life “Before I got here, I thought it would be boring. I thought I would 
focus mostly on school. Maybe a couple of events here and there and I 
thought it would be a small-town school with not too much going on. 
But I was mistaken on that. It's a lot better than what I thought it 
would be.” 
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Fixed College Characteristics 

External influences played a significant role in participants’ college choice. Among the 

fixed college characteristics, academic program, location of the university, cost, environment, 

athletics, and college size were the most consistent and influential factors according to the 

participants. In this section, I discuss each of these factors in further detail.  

Academic Program 

Participants emphasized the importance of academic program as it pertained to the 

availability of their chosen major, its quality, opportunities for hands-on experience and future 

job placement when selecting a college. Specifically, many participants expressed the 

availability of their desired major as the most influential factor in their college choice. Not 

offering the students desired academic program deterred some students from further considering 

a college. Rainey shared how her college plans changed swiftly after the college she planned to 

attend cut her desired major.  

I originally wanted to be a child life specialist, work with terminally ill kids in hospitals 

and then Oklahoma State cut the program and were, ‘Yeah, we don't have jobs for that’. 

So, I had every intention of going to Oklahoma State until maybe October of my senior 

year. This was the first time I looked at Rock College, the first time I even heard of Rock 

College. 

Allie, who was interested in majoring in business, also shared, “Another big thing was it [the 

college] was more for teachers, it wasn't a big business school. It wasn't something I feel I could 

excel at or be happy at.” The availability of a specific academic program was important as was 

choosing a college with a variety of academic program offerings.  
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The variety of offered academic programs was also important to the participants. As Isaac 

was considering multiple colleges, the limited number of available programs at certain schools 

was a deciding factor. Ray had a similar experience with a few of the liberal arts colleges 

recruiting him for swimming. As a student interested in aerospace engineering, he was looking 

for a quality aerospace program and did not find this at smaller liberal arts colleges. He reflected, 

Honestly, I don't think they did a very good job of trying to entice me because most of the 

schools that were trying to recruit me, we're - and not to dog on them - but they were 

liberal arts schools. So, they have an engineering program, but it was an engineering 

program; it wasn’t a mechanical engineering program or aerospace engineering or 

electrical engineering. It was ‘You got an engineering degree’ and that wasn't in my 

ballpark. 

As a student interested in aerospace engineering, he was looking for a quality aerospace program 

and did not find this at smaller liberal arts colleges.  

Another theme identified was the importance of experience-based learning within the 

academic program. Esmeralda, who was looking for a quality teacher education program, stated, 

One thing I looked for was ‘Am I going to be involved in something through my 

program?’ RC offers core and I actually start that my next fall semester and I'm really 

excited. I was like ‘How are they going to have me apply what I'm learning as I'm 

learning?’ That was a big factor in deciding which education program I wanted to go 

with. I would say that was the biggest thing that had me balancing out things. 

Similarly, as Lexie considered a number of schools, she reflected on the value of hands-on 

learning and its application to her future career by saying, 
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When I went on my tour here, I heard about Career Ready and that was a big deciding 

factor. Every other college I went to didn't have anything like that, and the fact that it was 

free here to enroll in made it even bigger. Every other college you would have had to pay 

to get experience like that. 

Gaining real-world experience through their chosen academic program was important to 

students. They also emphasized the importance of a quality program.  

While the participants reflected on the different aspects of considered programs as 

demonstrated above, they also emphasized job placement as other ways to evaluate the quality of 

an academic program. When conducting his college search, Ray noted,  

I wanted to make sure there was some level of rigor to it. So, I was looking at the 

accreditation, if I looked at Missouri S&T I see that almost every single one of their 

graduates goes and joins some big company or does something valuable after they 

graduate. I was looking at the same thing here, for the aerospace program specifically. 

Job placement was also important to Lexie who went on to share, “The most important thing 

was, I looked at the hiring rate after getting your degree and Rock College’s was super high.” 

Academic programs offered, applied learning opportunities, and job placement after college were 

all important in college choice.  

Location  

In addition to the nature and quality of available academic programs, the location of a 

college was an influential factor in study participants’ college choice. When considering the 

location, participants reflected on the characteristics of the town, distance from home, and the 

opportunity to start fresh somewhere new. Particularly, Allie shared about one school she was 

considering, but the city it was located in did not meet her interests. She shared, 
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So, Stephen F. Austin is in a small town called Nacogdoches, in Texas. It's basically a 

strip and then the school, and then nothing else. So, if I wanted to go to Walmart, that's 

about 50-mile drive. Something I wasn't interested in. I like to go out and see things, and 

there I wouldn't have been as happy as I am. 

Vince also discussed the town where one of the colleges was located in. The town reminded him 

of a mix of the town he grew up and Chicago, where he spent a lot of time. He stated, “It was an 

interesting town and an interesting school that drew my interest and kept me here.” The 

characteristics of the town a college is located within was influential in college choice as was the 

college’s distance from their hometown.  

Proximity to home and family was also important to the students. Many participants 

agreed they wanted to attend somewhere that was close enough to visit home. Vince illuminated 

this by saying, “Rock College was the best of both worlds for me and it was still close enough 

where I wouldn't have to drive a full day to get home.” For Esmeralda 10 hours away from home 

was pretty far, but she considered 30 minutes too close. Karrie redirected her college search after 

an injury halted her plans to become a college gymnast. She shared the importance of finding a 

college closer to family.  

The summer before my senior year, I started looking at colleges in Kansas so I can get a 

little closer to my mom because I missed her a lot, because traveling back and forth 

during breaks wasn't enough for me. I came across Rock College and there was Maple 

State and University of Summerville. 

Distance from home and family proved to be influential for many participants.  

While some participants selected a college based on their close proximity to family, 

others chose a school that is further away. This was the case for Allie, who shared, 
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TCU was close to my mom's house and my mom is very supportive, how much she loves 

me, and she always wants us to hang out. And I would have seen her more as a crutch 

and leaning on her and staying with her. It probably wouldn't have worked out. That was 

what pushed me to venturing out, seeing what’s there, seeing what I could do. 

Caitlyn also wanted to find a school farther away from family. Being from a large family, she 

wanted to go somewhere far enough away that her family would not be able to “pop up at a 

random time and be like ‘Oh hi, we’re here’.” She also thought living further away would help 

gain independence and force her to learn life skills she had not learned at home. Similarly, Ilaina 

perceived her choice of an out-of-state college as an opportunity to get away from home. She 

shared, “I also realized I did not want to stay in Arizona. I love Arizona, but I needed to get away 

from my family and go away.” She had considered attending a school in Canada but encountered 

residency issues and decided to stay in the U.S. with the possibility of attending a Canadian 

graduate school.  

Many of the participants discussed studying out-of-state as a way to have a new 

beginning. Karrie was looking for a change during college and noted, “I wanted to get out of 

Nevada. I wanted a change of scenery. And Kansas is the opposite of Vegas. So, it is big city to 

big country. I loved it.” Others agreed they wanted to do something different by going out-of-

state. Lexie acknowledged the importance of choosing a path other than her high school 

classmates who primarily stayed in Texas, “I felt I needed to do something else. I wanted to get 

out of my comfort zone a little bit.” Esmeralda shared similar feelings, “I wanted to get out of 

this small-town mentality that I had grown up with and branch out and see who I was outside of 

my hometown. So, that was definitely a big factor in it.” Isaac was also motivated by the 

opportunity to start new as part of studying out-of-state. He reflected,  
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I wanted a fresh start. A lot happened my senior year that was emotional. High school 

was rough for me. I had a lot going on family wise and all that. That’s where my decision 

to go out-of-state came in. I wanted a whole different atmosphere, meet a whole bunch of 

different people. That's why I almost immediately decided I wanted to go out-of-state. 

The location of a college did play an important role in college choice. The city the college is 

located in, the distance from home, and opportunity to get away from their hometown and get a 

fresh start are all reasons students choose to attend college out-of-state.  

Cost 

Cost was influential in participants’ college choice. When considering the importance of 

cost students discussed affordability, tuition discounts, and available scholarships. When 

reflecting on affordability as the most influential criterion of college cost, Isaac shared, “Number 

one was definitely affordability. I knew I had to get a college that I could afford.” He eliminated 

certain in-state schools because of the cost of tuition.  

Another participant’s (Allie) family was experiencing significant personal and financial 

challenges while she was in high school including her father fighting cancer, her parents 

separating, and losing a family member. FAFSA and federal student work-study were able to 

help her financially, especially during her family’s hardships. Additional financial aid made her 

college decision-making easier, especially as it pertained to studying outside of her home state. 

Tuition discounts were a form of financial assistance that made attending college located 

out-of-state more affordable. For example, Rainey’s father was particularly fiscal, hence, the 

opportunity to pay in-state tuition at an out-of-state college was one of the reasons she 

considered RC as an option for college. Rainey concluded, “So the big thing was when we got 

the thing in the mail that was in-state tuition, my dad was like ‘Perfect! You can look at them’ 



 63 

because my dad is very financially conscious.” Caitlyn also recounted the importance of tuition 

discounts in making her final college decision,  

It came down to my senior year actually. I was looking at Park University and then here 

[RC], because I like the fact that they offered in-state tuition. They’d offer in-state tuition 

for Missouri students, that was nice that I wouldn't have to pay extra to go out-of-state. 

Even if I couldn't get that, I like the fact that they did offer in state for other kids in other 

states. But I did get that. That was a big help.  

Karrie had a family member graduate from a college she was considering which would allow her 

to receive a tuition discount. “I got the opportunity to get the legacy scholarship tuition. So, I get 

in-state tuition even though I'm an out-of-state student. That was a major factor. That cut my 

tuition in half. That was really, really big.” Tuition discounts were an attractive option for 

students considering attending college out-of-state.  

Students emphasized the role of scholarships as another form of financial assistance that 

would reduce the cost of out-of-state education. In particular, Ilaina shared the importance 

colleges having and promoting scholarship opportunities,  

The fact that RC sent me stuff about scholarships. I didn't get any of them, but I did 

apply. That was the most important thing was ‘Oh, you're going to advertise 

scholarships? You guys have a lot of scholarships? So, you are going to have to have 

me.’ 

Likewise, Isaac appreciated the scholarship one school offered him. He highlighted, “Probably 

the number one factor was that I did get a small scholarship. It was for 3,000 over a whole year. 

That was based off test scores, GPA and all that.” Cost was the most influential factor for Isaac, 

thus, the scholarship helped make that particular college the most affordable four-year school he 
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was considering. Austin earned a scholarship based off his audition and Ray received a highly 

competitive scholarship for engineering majors.  

Initially discouraged by the high cost of out-of-state higher education, Ilaina had the 

opportunity to save money and afford pursuing an out-of-state college degree by living with 

extended family while in college. She emphasized, 

I came to visit my aunt and uncle because they live here, and I used to spend the summers 

with them. They were ‘You should come to RC and you can live here with us rent-free 

and focus on your studies and we can get you a job.’ Then when they said that I could 

live with them rent-free and go to RC I actually considered RC. 

Cost was influential in the college choice for many students with tuition discounts and 

scholarships helping to offset the cost of out-of-state tuition.  

Environment 

The vibe or feel on campus, the people there, and the involvement opportunities played a 

role in the campus environment contributing to college choice. Ilaina described the importance of 

first impressions, “Rock College gave me this great first impression and it's still giving me these 

great vibes. That was why I chose Rock College.” She compared her experience at RC to that of 

another college she visited, “Southern Utah University, their campus wasn't what I was looking 

for. There was a lot of construction and wasn't very put-together. It wasn't a very good first 

impression. The interest was not there.” Lexie also relied on the campus vibes when deciding on 

college, “The vibe of the school. Does it seem not happy? Do students seem happy? Does 

everybody seem depressed? That was another thing when I came and saw and actually set foot 

on campus.” 
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Other students paid careful attention to the feelings they experienced on the college 

campus. When deciding where he would attend, Aaron asked himself, “What college am I going 

to feel the best at? Feel good about myself attending?” As Lexie toured many college campuses, 

she noted how each campus made her feel, “None of them felt like home, the way that Rock 

College does.” Finding a college that felt like home was also important for Rainey as 

summarized in the following,  

Somewhere that I felt I belonged. Somewhere that I could feel like home. I felt coming to 

Rock College I could call this place home. It felt like people cared that I was here and it 

felt like I wasn’t going to get lost by the wayside.  

The way a student felt on a particular college campus was important in their college choice.  

For some students the campus environment was about the people. Allie and Caitlyn were 

both grateful for the nice people they encountered at certain colleges. The sense of community 

was important as shared by Caitlyn, “The sense of community here was super nice when I came 

and visited. It's big, but it's also small. You have big groups but then they divide down to 

smaller, smaller, smaller, and I like that.” Lexie expressed similar feelings as illustrated with the 

following: 

And the other thing was I liked how Rock College brings everybody together. It doesn’t 

make you feel like everybody is in a clique. They're inclusive and they make sure that 

everybody gets involved and there are many opportunities to get involved on campus.  

Several comments supported the importance of the campus community.  

Campus life and activities offered for students were also important elements of the 

environment. Participants were interested in the opportunities to get involved on-campus. For 

example, Austin was interested in participating in intramural sports, while Rainey was looking 
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forward to attending sporting events. Aaron described the role campus life played in his college 

decision, “The campus life at UMKC is absolutely trash. Which is why I chose here.” The vibe 

or feeling on a college campus, the people and community, and campus life were all importance 

aspects of the environment. 

Athletics  

Quality athletic programs were important to many of the study participants. For one 

participant their dislike for certain athletic teams prevented them from considering those colleges 

as potential options. Eric shared,  

Since I'm a big sports fan, I have pretty substantial biases to a lot of places. I didn't want 

to go to any school in Oklahoma. Partially because a lot of my family is all OU fans and 

they're super annoying. So, if I got anything from OU I didn't even open the envelope. 

The strength of athletic programs, experience at athletic events, and competing on a team all 

factored into the influence of athletics on college choice.  

Having a tradition of strong athletic programs played a role in college choice for some 

participants. Isaac supported this by commenting, “I did factor in the sports teams a little bit. I 

knew how big basketball was here and I’m from Oklahoma City and I love the Thunder and that 

was a deciding factor.” When reflecting on the biggest influences on her college choice, Ilaina 

responded, “The basketball team. I needed a good basketball team.”  

Participants agreed being able to attend and experience the athletic events was important. 

Rainey was looking forward to attending athletic events in college much like her sister had.  

I saw how much fun my sister had going to football games, how much fun she had going 

with her friends, and sitting there, and being a part of it, and that being their thing. That 

was another thing that I wanted. That experience of being involved in sports.  
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Caitlyn also enjoyed attending athletic events and added having a strong basketball team helps. 

While some participants were interested in watching the athletic teams, others were more 

interested in competing on the teams. Esmeralda was a dancer, and it was important the college 

she chose had a dance team. She discussed one college that she eliminated from her college 

search,  

One thing I didn't like about them [SOSU] was they didn't have a dance team, because 

that’s been a big part of my life. It was a big part of my life in high school and middle 

school and I want to continue doing that.  

While she was interested in joining a college dance team, she had other priorities too. For 

example, she noted, “Which dance team was a big factor, but I was like, ‘it’s not going to be a 

top priority because in the long run I don’t want to be a dancer, I want to be an educator.’” If she 

tried out and did not make the dance team at her chosen college, she was excited to still be able 

to watch the dancers perform. Vince played Counter-Strike semi-professionally and when he was 

conducting his college search, he focused on colleges with Esports teams. He shared, “I was 

looking at one school in Chicago called Robert Morris. At the time they had the best Counter-

Strike Team and I didn't care about my education.” His participation in Esports expanded his 

college options as noted in his reflection below, 

The main reason why I initially thought about coming to RC was because of the Esports 

team that started two years ago now. I used to play semi-professionally, Counter-Strike, 

it's a video game. When I did that, I was drawn to RC, because I actually played a 

tournament on that campus and was incredibly impressed with it.  

While making his college decision, the Esports program was the top influencing factor. Karrie 

was also interested in competing on a collegiate athletic team. Her sport was gymnastics and she 
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had researched college gymnastic teams and knew the ones she was most interested in before an 

injury her junior year of high school made her reconsider her plans. The quality of athletic 

programs, experience at athletic events, and opportunity to compete on a college athletic team 

were all important factors in college choice.  

Size  

The size of the high school students attended and their high school experience influenced 

their college preferences. Additionally, participants discussed finding the right size school 

including the one they could easily navigate and would allow them to form relationships. Eric’s 

high school experience impacted the size of college he wanted to attend. He reflected,  

I didn't want to go to a big place. The size of the school was a big deal to me. I went to a 

huge high school and I didn't like it. I wanted to go to a small place. 

Lexie, who attended a small high school, was also looking for the right size college. She 

recounted, “I went to a private school. I graduated with 50 kids. I didn't want to go too big but 

didn't want to go too, too small, this is a perfect medium for me.” Vince, on the other hand, liked 

that the size of one college reminded him of high school,  

It wasn't too big and it wasn't too small, reminded me of my high school. And it was 

personal factors like me trying to meet new people. In high school I didn't talk to many 

people, I was really quiet. Anti-social in a way and I felt reaching out doing something 

new would be good for me as well.  

High school size and overall experience was one aspect of size students considered.  

One of the schools visited by Esmeralda had a student population of nearly 80,000, to 

which she commented, “It was way too big. I would drown. The campus was beautiful, but I felt 

it was going to be absolutely insane.” She added, “I didn't feel I would personally be able to 
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thrive. I feel I would get lost in a sea of people and I wanted to go to college to figure out who I 

am.” As a first-generation college student, Isaac also focused on finding the right size school, “I 

didn't want anything that was too big, because as a first-gen student, I thought it would get a little 

bit overwhelming if it was too big.” Caitlyn is from a small town and knew she did not want to 

move somewhere too big for college. She was interested in finding somewhere she could explore 

without getting lost. 

Being able to navigate the college campus was important. Isaac shared his thoughts after 

visiting two college campuses: 

I like the setup of campus here a lot better. At UNT, it was a little bit bigger, but here 

during the campus tour wherever we we're going I could figure out how to get back. At 

UNT, it was all over the place and I was thinking if I got here on the first day of school, I 

would get lost. That was one thing as well that factored into that. 

The ability to walk everywhere on campus was important to Karrie. She also liked smaller class 

sizes as emphasized here, 

The classroom sizes also got me. They’re smaller, like my high school was. My largest 

class so far has been 45 students. That’s about the size my classes were in high school. I 

didn't want these big auditoriums 200, 300, 400 people in one class getting a lecture. I 

like to have the professor or teacher know my name, whereas I know their name, and I 

like having that relationship. I didn’t think I would have gotten that at Utah State 

University. 

Being able to walk around and navigate the campus was important to students.  
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The ability to form relationships with faculty was another factor that impacted the size of 

campus students were interested in attending. Similar to Karrie, Rainey also desired a school 

where people knew her and she could have relationships with faculty and staff.  

I did online school. I was in the same school for seven years with online school a lot of 

the same teachers will teach. I had the same English teacher for three years of high school 

and I had the same counselor all the way from the time I got there and I'm still close with 

her and her family. I'm used to that more small feel, you know people, and you have 

relationships with staff and faculty. 

Initially Rainey was only familiar with large universities and was not aware schools existed that 

offered this type of close-knit environment until later in her college search process.  

Other fixed college characteristics that played a role in college choice included on-

campus housing and admissions standards. Participants compared the dorm options at the 

colleges they had visited and tried to envision themselves living there. Admission standards and 

the impact they had on eligibility for admission was influential for a few study participants. Both 

Aaron and Ray received denials from their top college choices. Aaron shared his story: 

The opportunity for a Quest Bridge scholarship came up. I applied to that and that's a 

scholarship for lower-income families and it's basically a full-ride scholarship. I applied 

and got accepted, and with that, you get accepted to the scholarship program. Then you 

have to go to one of their partner schools and you have to apply through their website. 

You apply to up to 12, and you rank them, and your top rank that you get accepted into 

you basically locked in. You're going to that school. I applied to four pretty high-level 

colleges and I didn't have the resume to go to those colleges. I got denied for all four of 

those colleges and, therefore, lost the scholarship.  
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A number of fixed college characteristics including academic program, location, cost, 

environment, athletics, and size influenced the college choice of study participants. Individuals 

in a student’s life were also influential on their choice.  

Significant Persons  

Participants’ responses indicated family, college personnel, and friends were critical 

when deciding which college to attend. Of the three groups, family was the most influential 

followed by college personnel, and friends. In this section, I discuss the influence of each of 

these individuals or groups in more detail.  

Family  

Family was overwhelmingly influential on college choice. This included mostly parents, 

with a few students mentioning grandparents and siblings. Family members influenced college 

choice in the following ways: supporting their student’s college choice, providing feedback, 

assisting with college research, and where their parents attended college. I have expanded on 

each of these in this section.  

Many parents were supportive throughout the college search process and ultimately of 

their student’s college choice. During high school, Karrie has lived with her legal guardian who 

was influential in her attending college but had no pressure on her decision-making. Karrie 

noted, 

She [legal guardian] didn’t care what school I went to. Wherever I go she was going to 

help me get there, no matter what it took. She was going to try to help me. She played a 

big role in where I decided to go. Because I would say ‘Should I go here, or should I go 

here?’ and then she would point out pros and cons to all the schools and could help me 

narrow down my list as well. 
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Rainey’s mother was also supportive of her and her college choice as she reflected, “My 

mom didn't graduate from college. She was also big on me first of all finding a place where I feel 

I could succeed. She was also big on me going in general.”  

Participants reflected on their relationships with their parents some closer than others. For 

Eric, this was his father: 

I will talk to him a lot about college. He didn't actually go to college. He had a weird 

perspective, but him and I are very similar people. I could talk to him about my thoughts 

on different places and he would tell me what he saw out of me on the visit. He could tell 

if I was into it or not.  

Allie was close with her father as well. She shared the following about their relationship,  

My dad is my best friend. I love him. He didn't graduate. He did take the harder steps to 

get where to where he is. He's always told us that no matter what I'm here to support you 

and, I want to give you the best opportunity. 

Family support was important to students as they considered their college choice.  

Not every student had family who was supportive and encouraging of their choice to 

attend college located out of their home state. Rainey’s grandmother had a particularly difficult 

time accepting her decision. She elaborated, 

I definitely had people who we're, ‘No you can't go there.’ I remember my grandmother 

was like ‘I don't get why you go to Rock College. Everybody has gone to Oklahoma State 

University.’ Then I remember for Mother's Day - this was crushing - but for Mother's 

Day I got her a Rock College grandmother shirt, and she was like ‘Why would I wear 

this? I'm not a Rock College fan.’ And I was like ‘Oh, ouch. My soul’s crushed.’ So, I 
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definitely had those people saying ‘no,’ but I was lucky because my parents were like 

‘No you do you. You do what's best for you.’ 

Vince received input from his parents who initially did not want him to attend an out-of-state 

school, “They wanted me to go to OSU or OU, but they saw the campus and were impressed and 

thought it would be great for me to actually get out and find my place in a different place.” 

Caitlyn’s stepdad wanted to choose where she attended college, which she did not appreciate and 

did not consider his input. He actually motivated her to go to college further away in order for 

her to not have to continue listening to him. Her deceased father was and still is her motivation. 

She explained, “I wanted to make him proud. He's deceased. Getting into a good college, getting 

my education done, doing it all, is the steps that would make him proud.” 

Some parents assisted their student in researching colleges. Austin’s parents helped him 

find colleges, “It had a lot to do with my parents and the research that they did to be honest. 

Junior year of high school they were helping me find colleges that I would like.” Esmeralda 

described her father’s influence, “He is definitely an analytical brain. On tours, he would make 

sure to ask a million questions. Make sure that he knew what I was getting myself into and 

helped me understand that as well.” 

Participants reflected on the influence of where their parents attended college. Lexie had 

plans to attend the same school as her mother. “I was going to go to Texas Tech. Since I was a 

kid that was my dream school, because my mom went there. I was like, ‘I'll follow my mom's 

footsteps.’” Esmeralda had a similar experience with her father who wanted her to attend the 

same college he had. She stated: 

My dad went to A&M. My dad wanted me to go to A&M, pushed it, and pushed it. I was 

like, ‘I'm sorry, dad I loved it, but I can't go there.’ Once he came to terms with me going 
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to Rock College he was okay with it. Then once he started getting to know more about 

the school, he was excited for me. Sad that I was going to be far away, but still excited. 

Both participants reported their parents came to terms and were supportive of their decision to 

attend a college other than what their parents had envisioned for them.  

Rainey considers herself to be rebellious and liked the thought of doing her own thing 

and not attending the same college as her father and sister. She shared a story about her visit to 

the college her father and sister had attended. After the visit had ended, her dad, who was not 

normally emotional, said to her, 

I know this is something that we talked about for a long time, but I want you to know 

OSU was the right fit for me, but it may not be the right fit for you, and doesn't have to be 

the right fit for you. I want you to go where you feel you're going to be successful, and 

you feel you're going to be happy. He was like if it's not OSU that doesn't upset me. 

That doesn't bother me. I want you to go where you want to go. 

That conversation helped her to accept that she could go to college somewhere different that the 

rest of her family. Rainey considered her father to be the most influential on her college decision.  

Grandparents were also influential for some students. Karrie was eligible for a legacy 

tuition discount at the college her grandmother graduated from which helped offset the cost of 

out-of-state tuition. Lexie’s grandparents live in a town near RC and they played a role in her 

choice to attend RC. Excited about the opportunity to see her grandparents more often, Lexie 

highlighted: 

My grandpa's from here. Growing up we spent summers up here and he was like, ‘You 

need to move up here, Lexie. I know you're supposed to be in Kansas. I know this is 

where you're going to feel most at home.’ He was a huge deciding factor, because me and 
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my grandpa are super close. Now it's even better because growing up in Texas I rarely 

got to see them because they're six or seven hours away. We only got to see each other a 

couple of times a year, but now that I'm up here and they’re only 45 minutes away I get 

to see you them every week or every two weeks now however that works out. He was a 

huge deciding factor, in my life on whether or go or not.  

Ilaina’s grandmother encouraged her to consider going out-of-state for college. “The main 

influence was my grandmother. She pushed me to go to Kansas. ‘You have to go RC. You have 

to go. You have to go. You have to go. The out-of-state the better.’” Her grandmother had 

insight on Ilaina’s aunt and uncle offering her a place to live near RC, rent-free, with the 

possibility of getting a car from them as well. Ray’s grandparents were also influential. They had 

strongly encouraged him to attend the Air Force or Naval Academy, which he had been working 

towards for a long time. Another influential group was college personnel. 

College Personnel 

Interactions with faculty, staff, and admissions representatives were influential on college 

choice. Most of these interactions occurred during a recruitment event or campus visit. I explore 

the influence of each group further in this section.  

For example, Eric was able to meet several faculty members in his academic program of 

interest during an on-campus recruitment event. Excited about the rapport Eric built with the 

faculty during his campus visit, he emphasized the relationship as a deciding factor by saying: 

I got to meet a lot of professors in the sport management department and hear from 

students. I got along well with the professors, and all the things they had to say about the 

program, and the degree itself, I messed with what they said. That was probably the 

biggest thing I was like ‘Alright this might be a good thing for me.’ 
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Austin was interested in guitar and knew he would be taking a number of classes with the guitar 

professor, “I also liked the guitar professor that I met here, his name is [redacted]. I auditioned 

with him and talked to him for a little bit and I liked him. Tuition and faculty were pretty big.” 

In addition to the positive interactions with faculty as part of college choice, participants 

emphasized the importance of college staff. Karrie was able to meet with a staff member about 

the major she was interested in during a campus visit. She summarized the interaction,  

[Redacted], the girl that explained being a criminal justice student, she was phenomenal. 

She said she can get me in touch with internships by my junior year. She was actually 

going to help me get a job with the police department. 

She compared this to an interaction she had during a visit at another college, “With Utah State, it 

was that one professor and that bad vibes that I got from them, and everybody not being the 

nicest for being a prospective student.” 

Esmeralda also shared an impactful story about meeting with an advisor during one of her 

campus visits: 

The information that was helpful was when advisors would meet with you they would 

already know your name. They would have a list of things, they planned it out. The 

advisor I talked to told me all about early childhood education unified. Which is what I 

actually came into RC wanting to do. I realized later I don't want to teach kids how to 

read so I switched. She told me ‘I see you want to do early childhood education, let me 

show you how you could do this, but also do other things as well.’ The fact that she had 

already seen my major and seen the classes I had taken and already had a plan laid out for 

me when I got to college. That information was helpful. 

Rainey recalled a similar experience with a staff advisor:  
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We had some contact before I came here and then on my visit we met in the student 

center and did some basic outline of my first semester. I remember after we talked, my 

mom was like ‘She knew who you were.’ I was like ‘Yeah.’ She was like ‘That's pretty 

cool. You won't get that at OSU.’ You were definitely a factor, because she was like ‘Hey 

she's actually reaching out to you.’ I never heard from an advisor at OSU. Nobody 

reached out. They would reach out, but I heard from four different people and it was 

always ‘Hey we saw your application’ and whatever and there was no personal anything. 

With you it was like hey here’s somebody who actually knows who you are and is 

genuinely making that connection. I can remember when we talked about my first 

semester, and we had talked about math, and you were like ‘It will depend on your ACT 

score where you land.’ I emailed you ‘Hey I have a 21.’ And you were like, ‘Hey, great 

that means you don't have to do this, you can do college algebra.’ My mom was ‘She 

responded in the same day?’ I was ‘Yeah, it’s crazy.’ My mom was definitely a huge 

push to go again somewhere people are going to know who I am.  

Both Esmeralda and Rainey had experiences with faculty and staff at multiple colleges yet 

highlighted the importance of an individual approach through tailoring the information to their 

personalities, academic experiences, and interests.  

Several participants acknowledged the role college admissions representatives played in 

their college choice. For some an admissions representative was their first interaction with the 

college. The overall helpfulness of the admissions representative was a common theme.  

 Allie recalled the time she met an RC admission representative at her high school, 

So, it was actually between Stephen F. Austin and TCU, but as soon as I came into school 

one day - I can't remember her name but she came into my school one day - which was 
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Prosper High School, and was like, ‘Hey I'm with Rock College. This is what I do, and I 

would love for you to come visit our campus.’ I had never heard of Rock College. I didn't 

even know Pearce was a city in Kansas. But I took it home to my dad and told him this is 

probably something we should look into. 

Eric concluded a college admissions representative was the most influential person on his 

decision. He shared how nice and helpful the representative was even after Eric asked him what 

felt like a million questions. Eric shared a story that impacted his decision,  

[The admissions representative] got us tickets to a basketball game up here - for free. I 

asked if it was a possibility and he got us some tickets. He was a super good guy. To me 

he was making an impression of the university because I was dealing with him. What he 

did for me spoke a lot about the university as a whole.  

Isaac had a similar experience with his admissions representative, “He responded quickly, that 

was really, really helpful. Because he could tell me a lot of different information quickly if I had 

any questions.” Caitlyn also commented on how helpful her admission representative was 

whenever she had questions. The faculty, staff, and admissions representatives at a college were 

influential in students’ college choice.  

Friends  

For some students it was important that they knew someone else attending the same 

college. This could be friends from high school or individuals they met before attending college. 

Austin and Aaron both had friends from high school who were considering the same college. 

Aaron shared a story about his good friend who chose to attend the same college:  

He's my friend since seventh grade maybe sixth. We hung out quite often and his home 

was a second house for me. I could walk in the door and their family be like, ‘What’s up 
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Aaron?’ I chill there and I often stay there when he wasn't there. I was accepted there. I 

didn't want to lose a good friend by separating and I also wanted to know people and get 

away. He was coming here because they have a good engineering program and he also 

has family in Hutton. We thought this was a great school for him.  

For Aaron, his friend was the reason he first considered RC. His friend invited him to tag along 

on a campus visit and he applied to the visited college shortly after.  

Vince had met some friends before he started college. These friends helped him to be feel 

more comfortable with going to college at an unfamiliar place. “Actually, had a couple friends 

who I met online who went here and graduated here. I wasn't going to be completely alone. I 

wanted to be comfortable with myself going to a place that I didn't know.” He also had a friend 

who was going to be on the college’s Esports Team with him, “At the time one of my good 

friends, we actually roomed together the first semester of freshman year, and played on the team 

together. Family, college personnel, and friends played a role in students’ college choice.  

College Efforts to Communicate with Students  

As participants discussed their experiences with college choice, they remained in 

continuous communication with prospective institutions of higher education. They mainly 

emphasized the helpfulness of campus visits, mail, and emails in determining what out-of-state 

college to enroll. For the purpose of this dissertation, these methods of communication were 

grouped into two categories: campus visits and written communication as described in the 

narrative below.  

Campus Visits 

Campus visits contributed to college choice as recounted by study participants. Their 

reflections predominantly focused on the way interviewees felt during their visits, interactions 
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with faculty and staff, and their overall helpfulness in narrowing down college choices. Campus 

visit experiences shared by the participants varied greatly as they were enhanced by staff’s 

individual approach, first-hand interactions with campus, and its community, opportunities to see 

pros and cons of each visited campus, and touring of campus facilities. 

Students appreciated the individual approach. Rainey shared how impressed she and her 

parents were during one of her campus visits, “We came on our campus visit, and they have the 

names of the visitors for the day. Oklahoma State, there's no way. It was much more 

personalized.” Esmeralda compared her experience at two different campus visits:  

So, when I went and toured RC I got to talk to an education advisor the first time I went. 

By myself, well I had my parents, but it was not a group thing. It was a one-on-one with 

an advisor looking at what I had taken in high school, what I had credits for, what the 

best course of action was going to be. I was like ‘Man, they really care about their 

students.’ I was like ‘I'm not even a student yet and I can already tell that they care about 

me and what's best for me and want to see me succeed.’ When I went to the Arkansas, I 

did a tour, and then I went to visit with an advisor in the education program, but it was a 

huge group of people all meeting with the advisor. She went over what was good about 

their college. I was like ‘That was not personal at all. I feel like they're trying to up their 

numbers. They're not trying to get to know a new student.’ 

Participants shared the importance of experiencing campus firsthand and the way they felt during 

the campus visit. When reflecting on one of her visits, Esmeralda commented,  

My mom and I drove up and I had butterflies the whole way. I was like ‘Oh my 

goodness.’ I felt I was taking my first actual step into going to college. I was super 
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nervous, but the moment I stepped foot on campus I had this wave of peace fall over me. 

I was like ‘Okay this is where I'm supposed to be.’  

Other participants shared similar feelings. Rainey recalled sitting in the student center during a 

visit, when her father commented, “This place is great.” He noted she hadn’t looked nearly as 

excited at the previous college they visited. While walking around campus Lexie thought, “I feel 

much more at home here. I feel this is where I'm supposed to be.” 

Campus visits were a way to narrow down students’ college search. Karrie shared two of 

her visit experiences:  

So this [Rock College] was the second school I came and took a tour of. So,  this [Rock 

College] was the second school I came and took a tour of. Utah State was the first one 

that I went to and I overall didn’t like the vibes I got there. People were rude and I had 

met with a criminal justice professor there too. He wasn’t into it. Then I came here and I 

took a tour here and everybody was phenomenal. Then I came here, and I took a tour here 

and everybody was phenomenal. It was a polar opposite of the experience I got at Utah 

State.  

Karrie continued by saying Rock College left a good first impression and no other colleges 

compared. Lexie had a similar experience, where one of the colleges she visited, was very 

thorough, and was able to answer all of her questions. However, after visiting another college, 

she left wondering about some of her questions which lead her to choose RC as her college 

choice. The campus visit was a critical factor in students attending the out-of-state college they 

would attend. Written communication was also important in their choice.   
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Written Communication  

Written communication had an indirect influence, but was a commonly disclosed form of 

communication by participants. Colleges utilized multiple methods of written communication to 

contact prospective students. Participants noted the particular role of mail and email. For 

instance, mail was one of the most utilized forms of written communication students received 

from colleges. Participants received postcards, letters, pamphlets, and magazines in the mail 

from colleges.  

While participants did not agree on the influence of mail on their college choice, it was 

the first exposure to a college for some participants. Rainey shared her excitement on receiving 

mail by saying, “I love going to check the mail. I like getting things in the mail, it makes me feel 

important. I would be excited.” Participants received an abundance of mail from colleges, some 

of which was deemed junk mail even before being read and was thrown out. 

The type of mail students found most valuable included information about college cost, 

scholarships, and housing options. Mail that targeted students’ interests was more personal and 

helpful, and had a better chance of being read by the prospective student. Mail that targeted 

students’ interests was more personal and helpful and had a better chance of being read by the 

prospective student. Vince, a semi-professional gamer at the time, commented, “At the time, it 

was if they had an Esports program and they would send me mail about it I would be interested 

purely on that.”  

Other participants recalled mail being the first thing they received from certain colleges. 

The mail they received was the first they had heard of the college. Esmeralda shared a story 

about receiving stickers in the mail from one college and the role the stickers played on her 

college choice.  
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Rock College sent me stickers. Which is cheesy, but they sent me stickers and they 

matched my high school colors. Being a nerd that I am, I decorated my calculator with 

them, because I was like ‘They're cute and they're not specifically to this college.’ Now 

that I look back at it, they are definitely specific to RC, I didn't realize it. 

She later decided to research the college that sent her the stickers.  

Postcards were another mailed piece that stood out to participants. Eric indicated the 

content of the postcard was not important to him, instead he shared, “It wasn't the postcard itself 

it was depending on what college it was coming from.” Several interviewees mentioned 

postcards written by current students. Caitlyn shared the following about handwritten postcards 

from current students,  

It made me feel they actually care and that was another reason that I came here. It gave 

you the sense that people cared. They care that you come here, what you're doing, you 

guys were the only ones that sent letters like that actually. Which was nice. 

Students appreciated the personalization of handwritten postcards.  

Another communication students commonly received from colleges was emails. Study 

participants shared feelings of overwhelm by the large number of emails from prospective 

colleges. The information received through email varied from invitations to visit campus, 

scholarship opportunities, orientation dates, notification about events, and information on student 

organizations.  

Allie shared the following comment about the volume of emails received during the 

college search process,  
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It was a lot of information coming to me all at once. Which is why it was like ‘Oh my 

God. I don’t know. I haven’t even graduated yet.’ They were good about getting the 

information out there. It was how fast it was coming in. 

However, Lexie found it helpful to receive constant email communication from colleges, even 

before becoming a student. She shared the following, “From Rock College, I heard so much from 

them over the entire time, before I even enrolled to go here. I applied to get in and I decided to 

go here. That was another big thing.” 

Not all students appreciated college emails flooding their inboxes, though. Some students shared 

their skepticism about the authenticity of bulk emails sent by colleges. Ray illuminated this point 

by stating, 

Almost anything that was very clearly a direct copy paste and sent out to the masses, 

rather than something that was more geared towards information that I had put out. If it 

was not authentic in their communication I didn't bother with it.  

Some colleges did a better job of communicating authentically than others. Study participants 

shared about personalized emails they received from colleges checking in to see how they were 

doing and keeping the lines of communication open between the prospective student and the 

college. As mentioned in the section on admissions representatives, Isaac used email to have 

conversations with his admissions representative from one college. Although colleges and 

universities commonly use email communication, participants did not speak to its importance on 

their overall college choice.  

Of the communication methods discussed, the campus visit was the most frequently cited 

and the most influential on students’ college choice. Following the campus visit was a few of the 

more traditional communication methods including mail and email. The theme across all 



 85 

communication forms was personalized communication was more helpful and widely utilized by 

participants.  

Expectations of College Life  

Content viewed on social media and images from television or movies depicting college 

informed participants’ expectations of college life. Study participants described expectations of 

academics and social life. Students generally expected professors to be rigid and unhelp in terms 

of student progress and saw themselves spending a significant amount of time on their studies. 

Additionally, students expected there to be a significant amount of partying in college. In this 

section, I expand on the expectations for both of these areas.  

Academics  

Participants experienced a number of mostly pleasant surprises when it came to 

academics including the rigor, friendliness of professors, and classroom settings. Several 

interviewees were surprised college was not as hard as they expected. They imagined themselves 

spending all day studying and having very little time to do anything else. Karrie supported this 

with the following statement,  

It’s not at all what I’m doing now. Before I thought, I was always going to be in the 

library. I was always going to be either at work or studying. It's not like that at all. I 

thought it was going to be working, school strictly, and I wasn’t going to be able to join 

organizations, or do any club sports, or things like that. I thought it was work and school 

24/7.  

Others, including Eric, also expected to have very little free time in college.  

I did feel it was going to be a little bit like high school in a way. I didn’t expect to have as 

much free time as I did freshman year. I thought that there would be a lot of studying. 
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Once I got up here, I got bored pretty quick. Because I was expecting to constantly be 

studying and constantly be doing homework and it was completely different from that. 

That was a little bit of a shock. 

Students’ expectations of the amount of time required for college courses were unmet when they 

became college students.  

Participants reported similar expectations about college professors. Prior to being a 

college student, they expected professors were difficult to work with and generally did not care 

about students. For example, Allie stated, “I've heard that a lot of students have trouble with 

professors.” She went on to share her experience as a college student now, “All of my professors 

have been wonderful, especially my public speaking professor. He was really understanding. He 

was always there. It's always a class you wanted to come to.” Karrie added, “The professors go 

hard on you but they’re not too hard where you’re studying for hours and hours and you’re 

staying up all night studying.”  

Interviewed students expected it to be near impossible to get individual help, but instead 

found the faculty to be friendly and personable. The attention and care professors had for their 

students came as a surprise to the participants. Caitlyn shared a story from her first year in 

college,  

The attention that teachers gave if you don't show up to class one day the teacher would 

be like, ‘Oh where is this person? Maybe they’re sick.’ But if you don't show up for two 

or three more days, they'll send you an email and they’ll be like, ‘Is something wrong? 

Are you okay?’ My art teacher did that. We had one girl that didn't show up for a while 

and he would message her and be like, ‘Are you okay?’ and then I don't know what 

happened she didn’t ever showed up again. I don’t know what happened, but he put in the 
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effort, that was a shock. Because people are always telling you in high school that college 

professors they don't care about your problems. 

She too had a personal experience where her laptop stopped working and the professors were 

understanding and made accommodations for her to receive an extension on assignments. Ray 

shared similar sentiments about the faculty interactions he has had: 

One thing that surprised me was how personable some of the instructors are. I imagined it 

would be big lectures, right? Where you didn't ever get one-on-one time with the 

instructor unless you go to the office hours. Or the communication is here's your lesson 

and that's it and I found a lot of my instructors are more willing to be personal with it and 

interact with you in a friendly manner rather than a professional manner. 

Overwhelmingly, students shared their experience with faculty members has been more positive 

than they expected.  

Participants expected to take classes to in large lecture halls and were surprised when that 

was not their experience. Caitlyn, who came from a small high school, commented, “The 

surprise was I didn't have the big lecture classes. I don't think any of my classes had over 20-30 

people.” The variety of offered courses and plethora of options for day and time of courses were 

also a surprise and something student did not expected as recent high school graduates.  

Social Life  

Participants had many expectations around the social aspect of college life grounded in a 

sense of community, social activities, and partying. Many of their expectations of social life in 

college were based off images from television or movies. Ilaina described her first semester of 

college as, “The first semester was amazing. First semester was straight up out of the movies. I 



 88 

had so much fun. I found my friends. I found my group. We have late nights. We go on drives. 

It's fun.” Other participants described their experience with making friends in college.  

Caitlyn shared her experience as a first-year student in the following statement,  

I didn't expect to make that many friends, but I actually did because everybody was so 

nice. People are always willing to help here. I didn't expect that. Last year my floor we 

were more close-knit than most floors because we would do a weekly event. We did 

Mario Kart every week and our RA was very surprised but [the RA] had fun though. Did 

not expect the close-knitness that came with living on the dorm floor. 

Rainey was able to build community within her academic major. She reflected: 

Walking to class alone does not happen. Part of that's also because of the major, we are 

all taking the same classes all the time. I do not have a single sport management class 

where I do not know at least three people in the class. 

Esmeralda said she has friends and acquaintances she sees and can wave to on-campus without 

feeling strange, which was a fear of hers. Friendly and sociable community atmosphere in 

college pleasantly surprised many participants as they initially did not anticipate finding many 

new friends. 

Some participants expected campus to have a minimal number of events thinking they 

would be bored. Vince stated,  

Before I got here, I thought it would be boring. I thought I would focus mostly on school. 

Maybe a couple of events here and there. I thought it would be a small town and school 

with not too much going on, but I was mistaken on that. It's a lot better than what I 

thought it would be. 
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Most agreed they were wrong, and they have found there is always something going on on-

campus. 

Students were surprised there was not as much partying as they expected. Some of the 

participants said they are not big partiers and the fact that there is not a lot of partying did not 

bother them. Regarding the lack of partying, Aaron commented, “That’s nice not having rampant 

alcohol abuse on campus. It happens, but it is not everywhere you go you see liquor bottles from 

the night before. That's pretty nice.” After being a college student, participants found many of 

their expectations regarding social life in college were inaccurate.  

Participants entered college with many expectations of what their life would be like as a 

college student. These expectations centered on the academic and social aspects of college. After 

being a student for more than a year, many interviewees found their expectations were not 

representative of their actual experience as a college student.  

The Role of Social Media in College Choice 

This section describes students’ experiences with social media during their college choice 

process. First, I discuss participants’ general social media use, then the content they found most 

beneficial, and last the overall influence of social media in their college choice.  

 Social Media Use  

All study participants actively used social media. Most of them agreed on spending too 

much time on it. Although the participants had varying experiences with the social media use, 

they were commonalities in the purpose for using social media, utilized social media platforms, 

and viewed and followed social media accounts. 

In terms of general use of social media, Rainey clarified, “I had to get blue light glasses 

because my screen time is consistently over eight hours a day on average.” Participants 
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commonly used social media as a way to pass time or take a “brain break.” Some utilized social 

media for personal or professional growth. Karrie found social media as a means to grow her 

fitness platform. While Allie explained how social media has taught her valuable lessons 

applicable to her personal life and during her marketing internship. She noted: 

One of the most impactful things that social media has done for me is help me to figure 

out how to market myself online. You see a lot of teenagers that aren't in school, that are 

barely getting into school that will post political views, things that we probably shouldn't 

post. I'm sure you can imagine what that is. I look back at it and look at myself and, how 

do I want the world to perceive me? Because this is something that's not going away. I 

tried to steer clear of controversy and politics and all of that. 

Other uses included keeping up with people they know, sharing thoughts or feelings, following 

sports players and public figures, and seeing news and sports scores.  

Utilized Social Media Platforms 

Participants most utilized social media platforms were Instagram, Snapchat, Twitter, and 

Facebook. Other mentioned platforms were TikTok and YouTube. In this section, I discuss how 

participants used each platform personally and for their college search.  

Instagram was one of the most utilized social media platforms and served a variety of 

purposes for study participants. For Karrie it was a way to grow her personal fitness platform. 

Rainey’s Instagram, on the other hand, allowed her to stay informed on and share life events. She 

shared this about her use of the platform, “I use Instagram as a life update, big things. This 

Halloween, on Saturday, Ellie and I and Alyssa, we took a picture, and it was a family photo.” 

Ray and his friends used it to send files to each other, as they have found Instagram has better 

compression than texting.  
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Many of the study participants used Instagram during their college search as well. 

University Instagram stories were commonly viewed which included content such as student 

takeovers. Eric said, “If they would have students come on and take over the Instagram for the 

day. I would look to see what the students themselves were like.” When asked if he was using 

social media to seek out college information, Austin responded: 

A little bit. Well because it's hard to avoid it, first of all. I still get ads from KU on my 

Instagram page. And then when I was doing the college search, I had my email connected 

to my Instagram and I would get college emails and maybe that had something to do with 

having ads pop up on my feed as well. Yeah, that's where I saw most of the school ads 

was on Instagram. 

Austin was the only participant that mentioned seeing paid advertisements from colleges on 

social media.  

Snapchat was a mainstream platform utilized by participants for both picture messaging 

and text messaging. Maintaining “steaks” was another important use for Snapchat. Karrie, who 

was interested in pursuing gymnastics in college, used Snapchat as another way to explore what 

college teams were doing. She shared, “For gymnastics I would go on their Instagram, I would 

follow their Snapchat, and I would follow their Twitter to get an idea of what they were looking 

for in a gymnast and the skills they are performing.” While Snapchat was widely utilized by 

participants, only one used it during their college search.  

Twitter was a resource for news, sports, and politics. For Ilaina Twitter served as her 

primary news source, “I'm on Twitter every single day. It sounds bad, but that's where I mainly 

where my news from and then whatever news I do get I do my own research.” Participants used 

Twitter to also follow sports teams and public figures. One example of this is Aaron, who shared, 
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“I use Twitter for entertainment pretty much. I follow my sports players. Follow people I enjoy, 

rappers, and I recently became more active on that.” While Twitter was a commonly utilized 

platform among most participants, Isaac had a different view of the platform, “I could never get 

into Twitter at all. I thought it was confusing because it wasn't organized.”  

In regard to Twitter’s influence on college choice, participants found Twitter helpful to 

track updates with colleges and athletic programs. Rainey’s primary use was to follow colleges 

for campus updates. Lexie found Twitter to be beneficial for following college athletic teams.  

I follow the Texas Tech football team forever because my family is huge fans. I followed 

the Texas Tech, actual account on there. The baseball one - I'm a huge Texas Tech 

baseball fan for the longest time for men's. I've had them on Twitter, followed, checking 

up on their games.  

Vince and Karrie had also utilized Twitter during their college search.  

Participants connected with and shared updates with family members on Facebook. 

Family caused Ray to avoid the platform all together, “Facebook I stray away from because my 

brother stirs up trouble with my family politically on there.” Other uses included viewing other’s 

updates, watching videos, and looking for deals on Marketplace.  

Facebook was a common platform utilized by participants to follow and view college 

information on. Participating citing using the platform to find information on colleges and 

financial aid, and one student used it to join Facebook groups. Isaac shared why Facebook was 

his preferred platform during his college search, “Mostly Facebook, it had the most information, 

and it was organized in a way that was easy to comprehend for me.” Allie joined Facebook 

groups for one of the colleges she was were interested in attending.  
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Other platforms utilized by participants included TikTok and YouTube. One participant 

described TikTok as, “TikTok is my way to unwind and let go” and another said, “I watch videos 

on TikTok and I don't make anything on there, just to pass time.” Esmeralda and Allie both 

found and followed college dance teams on TikTok. YouTube also proved to be an effective 

platform for passing time. Esmeralda was the only participant that mentioned utilizing YouTube 

during her college search. She shared, “I YouTubed a lot of RC’s dance team. I looked at all of 

their YouTube videos. My coach watched some too and said ‘That looks really hard, I don't think 

you can do that’ and I was like ‘Watch me’.” The videos helped motivate her to try out for the 

college dance team, which she later earned a spot on.  

As discussed above, social media platforms were used for a variety of purposes. Overall, 

Instagram, Snapchat, Twitter, and Facebook are the most accessed by study participants and 

were utilized to seek out information during the college choice process. They helped inform 

students’ college choice by providing updates on campus, athletic teams, and insight into student 

life.  

Viewed and Followed Accounts  

As the participants discussed the role of social media in their college search and choice, 

they emphasized the value of viewing and following social media accounts. They were interested 

in learning more about general information posted on colleges’ official accounts, as well as 

student organizations or clubs, athletic teams, and specific academic programs or departments. 

Overall, most participants were excited about the usefulness of the information about prospective 

colleges found on social media. 

In more detail, some participants followed multiple colleges on social media, including 

Isaac who stated, “I did definitely follow Rock College and a couple of universities on Facebook 
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for sure.” He added, “I did end up following Rock College later on Instagram and it was pretty 

much similar content to Facebook since Facebook and Instagram intertwine.” Participants agreed 

colleges that used different social platforms posted much of the same content on each platform.  

While Eric’s search started with the main college accounts, he shared that sometimes it 

led him to other pages by elaborating, “Mostly the school's main page. If I found other student 

involvement pages I might go down that rabbit-hole but primarily the main pages.” Claire 

adopted a similar approach to college search via social media which she explained in the 

following comment, “I scroll through some of the photos, and the accounts were pretty easy to 

find. It was easy because they tagged other groups on campus so I could go and do even more 

looking.” Students used social media to seek out information on clubs. Student activities 

councils, student government organizations, and multicultural groups, specifically the Black 

Student Union were all clubs specifically mentioned by participants.  

Other commonly searched and followed social media accounts were those of the college 

athletic teams. Students searched for game schedules and results. For some students, the athletic 

teams’ social media accounts were an influential factor in their college choice. Isaac, for 

example, commented, “I looked at the basketball one too, because I really like basketball. I feel 

that was a little bit of a deciding factor as well.” Some participants followed athletic teams from 

multiple colleges, including Lexie who elaborated: 

I looked at the Rock College men's basketball account. The women's basketball one. 

Men's baseball and women's softball. Looking to see, are sports a big deal here? Because 

I grew up in high school playing sports all the time, of course, I wanted to go somewhere 

where the student section would be a lot of fun to participate in.  
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Multiple students agreed it was important to attend a college that participated in athletic events, 

and would provide the opportunity for students to watch these events from a dedicated student 

section, would be a fun experience.  

Accounts of academic colleges, departments, and offices were also viewed. Students 

sought out the accounts of the programs they were interested in studying. One example was 

Austin who stated, “I followed the jazz pages, and because that was the music department, I was 

interested in.” Participants also followed campus offices including an account for first-year 

programs and financial aid. When browsing the account for first-year programs, Rainey 

commented,  

That was a big one because they also have a lot that's going on campus for first-year 

students like [redacted]. It was cool to see what was going on on-campus to say, ‘Oh I 

look forward to that kind of thing!’  

Students such as Esmeralda, were unaware academic-related social media accounts existed. She 

stated, “I didn't know that colleges use other types of social media. I thought it was a social thing 

and not a promoting thing. I get that they use it for marketing which is really dumb.” Academic 

colleges, departments, and offices social media accounts informed the college choice of some 

study participants.  

Students found official college accounts, student organizations and clubs, athletic teams, 

and accounts of academic programs and departments to be beneficial in their college search and 

choice. Uses of these accounts included discovering opportunities to get involved in college, 

following college athletic teams and gaining insight into the student experience at athletic events, 

and seeing updates from academic colleges, departments, and offices.  
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Social Media Content  

Social media content posted by universities was impactful for many of the study 

participants. Although not all content served its intended purpose, the participants were 

particularly positively impacted by the content pertaining to student involvement, athletics, 

campus landscape, and atmosphere. Overall, the social media content viewed by the participants 

helped them narrow down their college choices.  

Student Involvement Opportunities 

Students used social media to gain a better idea of the type of events held on-campus. 

Eric shared the following about the Instagram content he was interested in, “I was looking to get 

a better idea of what goes on at the college. I would look for if they would post about things I 

was interested in, like clubs or organizations.” He then added, “What I would look at on 

Instagram, they would always have a lot they were promoting for the students to do. It seemed 

like there was always something to do. I would never be bored.”  

Rainey also reflected on how social media made it appear there was always something 

happening on-campus. Curious about campus events, she stated: 

I looked at more current students as opposed to hey reaching out to prospective students. 

‘What's going on there?’ I have to spend four years there. It's great if the recruitment 

process is amazing, but then you get on campus and you’re like ‘Well, this sucks’.  

Seeing opportunities for involvement on-campus was important and influential on prospective 

students’ college choice.  

When exploring the social media account of a prospective college’s business school, 

Allie said, “So when I went to the business page I was able to find the [ambassador group], 

Career Ready, all those programs out there they’re running. Lexie had also commented on the 
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Career Ready program and her excitement to participate in the program as a college student. 

Seeing these opportunities helped students gain a better picture of what they might be involved 

in as a college student.  

Athletics  

Participants commonly cited content involving athletic teams. As mentioned in the 

previous section, students were interested in seeing athletic teams’ schedule and their 

performance. Participants were also interested in learning about the atmosphere around the sports 

teams and at sporting events. Rainey elaborated on this,  

It was always a joke that I would find a random sport, then I’d be like ‘I have to cheer on 

my school for water polo.’ That was a big thing for me that I wanted to find on social 

media. I mean obviously we all know you can manufacture social media presence for 

sure, but I wanted to see what’s [athletic facility] is like during a game? What's the 

atmosphere?  

One of the ways students learned about the atmosphere around college athletics at a college was 

by looking at the accounts of student-athletes. Rainey again an avid sports fan, shared her 

approach to learning more about the athletes and the other students at the college. She clarified: 

Also, I would go - I'm a stalker - but I would go to the athletes and I would go to their 

Instagram pages and look at what they're posting and what's the interaction between other 

students and the athletes. Because with my sister going to Oklahoma State, she had class 

one time with the starting quarterback of the football team. It was very disconnected 

there. Wasn't any interaction and maybe it comes from it being a being a bigger school, 

maybe it was that person. I could see through [student-athlete]’s Instagram or [student-

athlete] was gone when I got here, but [student-athlete]’s I could see there was student 
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involvement, but there were other people at the university that they were friends with that 

weren’t athletes. That was the big thing for me everything sports-centered. Seeing if the 

students were treated as fans or was it actual experience this with us thing that was 

something that excited me.  

Lexie was also interested in what the athletes were doing.  

Rainey had also viewed posts about a head coach at one of the colleges she followed. 

What was interesting for her in that post is when the head coach visited classes and saying he 

better see the students at the games. Because Rainey followed athletic teams from multiple 

colleges, she compared the colleges by looking at the players, coaches, and the atmosphere 

around their athletic teams.  

As a gymnast, Karrie followed various gymnastic teams on social media and would look 

for updates on a gymnast mastering a new skill or if the team had a competition coming up. She 

also noted gymnastic teams posting about team get-togethers and team bonding. Overall, content 

posted by athletic teams and athletes was of interest to prospective students and aided the 

students in learning about the environment at athletic events and on-campus around athletics in 

general.  

Campus Landscape  

Participants found posts showcasing the campus landscape to be appealing. These posts 

included photos of the buildings, landscaping, and people on campus. Content highlighting the 

campus landscape was influential on college choice for some of the participants.  

Isaac described the beauty of one campus, “The different colors popped out to me. I 

always thought the landscape was cool because it popped out.” Vince shared similar thoughts 

about photos of campus, “I was impressed with all the pictures of the actual college. All the 
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pretty landscapes and everything they posted. That was one of the things that drew me because I 

like aesthetically pleasing photos, especially of buildings.” Other participants agreed and were 

also attracted to aesthetically pleasing environments.  

Students enjoyed seeing photos of the campus, people walking around, and specific 

buildings. Isaac summarized some of the photos he found to be appealing:  

There would be a lot of different pictures of landscape on campus which I thought was 

cool. I like that when I came here, because Rock College is a beautiful campus, and it has 

a bunch of different sculptures that is cool. 

Austin added, “An aesthetically pleasing environment is appealing to me, of course, because I 

like to walk around and see things.” Content highlighting the aesthetics of the campus were not 

only sought after and appealing, it also attracted some students to a certain college.  

Atmosphere 

Along with learning about student involvement opportunities, college athletics, and 

campus landscape, social media helped the students gain a better sense of the college atmosphere 

and feel welcomed. Some participants referred to it as “the vibe” on-campus. Isaac further 

described the campus vibe as,  

I would say the events that were going on because I feel like it laid out the atmosphere 

that I would see on campus. That was huge because I would know the energy level and 

the vibe that was on that campus. The events and different things that were showed, and 

the flow, definitely factored in as well. 

Claire shared similar thoughts regarding the campus atmosphere:  
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Instagram is the main one that I used because that's the main social media platform that 

I'm on. I did use that a lot getting to know the school a little bit better and seeing what 

was going on on-campus, is it dead or is it things going on. 

The energy and activity level on-campus was of important and influential on students’ college 

choice.  

Another student, Rainey, shared, “That helped me make my decision because it felt like 

seeing those post [welcoming/greeting types of posts], it did its job of making me feel somebody 

wanted me to be here.” She said it gave off a different vibe because some colleges would not 

post that type of content. Similar to Rainey, Isaac appreciated the opportunity to view how 

colleges engaged current students as it allowed him to envision himself being a student of each 

particular college. He reflected, “To see what it was like on campus, because the videos made a 

huge difference. They showed the environment of what it was like on campus.”  

Study participants discussed many social media platforms, accounts, and content they 

viewed and interacted with during their college search. Instagram was the most utilized platform, 

and official college accounts were students’ initial source for information on social media. Posts 

regarding student involvement opportunities, athletics, and photos and videos that illustrated the 

campus landscape and atmosphere were more sought after. In the next section, I discuss social 

media's role on college choice for the participants.  

Influence of Social Media on College Choice  

Of the 13 participants interviewed, nine of them used social media during their college 

search. Three of the four that did not use social media while making their college choice had 

social media in high school, but choose not to use it for their college search. One student had 

only a Facebook account, but was not able to access it due blockages on school-issued 
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technology. Of those who utilized social media during their college search, the level of influence 

on their college choice varied.  

Participants learned of college social media accounts through emails, text messages, and 

mail from the college including their social media handles. For some students the invitation to 

follow a college on social media was sufficient, while other participants were more hesitant. For 

example, Isaac started following colleges on social media when he became a high school senior. 

Rainey’s use changed as she became more interested in a college. She stated, “Prior to my first 

visit it was a casual like, ‘Oh okay that's cool.’ Then after my first campus visit, I spent a lot 

more time. I would be purposely looking to see if they posted something new.” Various content 

found on college social media accounts influenced students.  

As mentioned in the previous section, the campus atmosphere was an important and 

influential aspect of the college students were able to learn more about through social media.  

Eric shared how social media was especially beneficial for his college search. “All the colleges I 

mentioned I didn't live close to any of them, and I'm a very detail-oriented person, and I want to 

understand everything.” Utilizing social media when deciding what college to attend provided 

information and helpful insights that students may not have found through other resources.  

Overall, participants’ perspectives on the role of social media in college choice varied 

from not influential at all to very influential. Some participants struggled to articulate the extent 

to which social media played a positive role, yet they were able to share ways in which it was 

helpful during their college search. For Isaac in particular, he had followed multiple universities 

on Facebook, but recalled following RC’s social media first. He elaborated as follows: 

I believe Rock College was the first college that I followed on different social media 

sites. Actually, I only followed Rock College on Facebook and I only followed the other 
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colleges on Facebook. But because I did follow Rock College first, I got to see much of 

the content that Rock College has. 

He went on to add, “The videos with all the different colors, how vibrant the social media 

account on Rock College’s Facebook is, that definitely factored in a little bit.” Other students 

also shared the role social media played in their college choice. 

While social media was not an initial source of information for Lexie, she did use it to 

verify what she had already learned about the colleges. “It mainly solidified it. It made me more 

confident in my decision to go here. It helped back up some of their points that they had given 

me on the tour.” Lexie said the information on social media aided in her college decision.  

Rainey was quick to share the influence social media had on her college choice, saying, “It 

definitely played a role, because it comes down to student involvement and seeing on social 

media, on Tuesdays here are these internship opportunities.” Similar to Lexie, she was able to 

use social media to solidify the information she had heard during her visit. She later stated: 

Seeing they would post things and when you walk out of the sport management office 

there's a sign that says family. It seemed like getting that vibe from social media and 

that's huge to me. That definitely did contribute like seeing ‘Hey, it’s a close program’, 

and also visiting and being like ‘Hey, class sizes are small.’ Seeing specifically the sport 

management office and their social media it seemed to be close-knit. I would say that 

definitely played a big role in me making my decision. 

Coming from a small, close-knit school, she was happy to see on social media the program she 

was considering had a similar feel which she states factored into her college choice.  

For Austin, although social media was one of the factors influencing his choice of 

college, it was not the most impactful. As he said, “I have to admit social media wasn't the 
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biggest thing impacting my decision,” he pointed out the Instagram account for Fine Arts where 

he saw posted faculty events and band concerts. He also added the following, “Seeing what types 

of ensembles are available here got me excited and wanting to join probably too many of them 

that I can handle. That was pretty big.” Austin also enjoyed viewing pictures of campus posted 

on the official university’s Instagram profile.  

In Allie’s case, she indicated the following about social media influence on her choice, “I 

would say it had a little bit of an influence. I wouldn't say it took over all of my influence, but it 

did offer a little bit of what I wanted.” She followed multiple colleges across various social 

media platforms and noted the following about RC, “So being on most of those platforms was 

probably what did it for me. It made me feel they were more connected with their students in a 

way.” Overall, social media was somewhat influential on Allie’s college choice.  

Vince used Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter to search and follow colleges. When 

reflecting on his use of social media, he commented, “I didn't use it for good research. I use it to 

look through some of the pictures and some of the tweets they were making.” When asked about 

the influence social media had on his college choice, he responded, “It was slightly influential. 

On a scale of one to seven it would be around a four. Definitely used to generate more interest in 

other areas but it definitely wasn't the primary factor.” He shared social media helped shape 

some of his perceptions about colleges.  

Some participants indicated social media was not very influential on their choice. Eric, 

for example, shared the following about social media’s influence on his college choice:  

Honestly not super influential. Most of the reason I would use it was for if I was awake at 

night and couldn't sleep and I was bored. I would have a thought ‘I wonder what Rock 
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College is like.’ I’d be scrolling through to put my boredom to rest. It was tertiary 

information. I wasn't using it to make any of my decisions. It was out of pure curiosity. 

Two other participants used social media primarily to research athletic programs they were 

considering.  

Esmeralda used YouTube to investigate college dance teams. She had not realized 

colleges and academic programs use social media for recruitment purposes and therefore did not 

seek out information on either one on social media. She said social media was not influential on 

her college choice. She also provided additional context, 

I spend more time on social media now than I did in high school. Because I worked a lot 

in high school to save up for college and I was also in all AP classes, doing my high 

school dance team, trying to be involved, and working. I was like, ‘I don't have time for 

my phone.’ 

Karrie also utilized social media to learn more about college athletic teams.  

For Karrie, Instagram, Twitter, and Snapchat were the primary platforms she used to 

learn more about certain college gymnastic teams. She also looked at accounts of campus offices 

and student organizations on social media. Two she specifically mentioned were financial aid 

and Black Student Union. Regarding social media and its influence on her college choice, she 

said, “I’m not on social media very often, to be honest. It wasn’t a huge factor.”  

  



 105 

CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION, AND IMPLICATIONS  
 
 

This study contributes to existing research through exploring the unique experiences of 

out-of-state undergraduate students and the college choice process. It also illuminates the 

influence of social media on college choice. This study was guided by two research questions: 

1) What influence, if any, do student characteristics, external influences, and general 

expectations of college life have on college choice for out-of-state undergraduate students? and 

2) How does social media influence college choice for out-of-state undergraduate students? 

Using a basic qualitative research design, the study involved conducting semi-structured 

interviews with 13 out-of-state undergraduate students enrolled at Rock College located in the 

Midwest. The chapter begins with an overview of conclusions and discussion, and concludes 

with implications, limitations, and considerations for future research.  

Individual Student Characteristics Were Not Influential in Students’ Expectations of 

College Life and Their College Choice 

This study concluded individual student characteristics not to be influential in students’ 

college choice. This conflicted with previous research which suggests these characteristics (e.g., 

SES, aptitude, high school performance, and level of educational aspiration) determine the 

college students choose (Chapman, 1981). For example, Brown et al. (1999) found out-of-state 

students have higher family incomes, more educated parents, higher academic achievement, and 

higher educational aspirations. In fact, students did not make mention of student characteristics 

when reflecting on how they made their college decision. 

Student characteristics including information gained through high school experiences 

influence students’ general expectations of college life, according to Chapman (1981). Instead, 
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this study found, mainstream media or experiences of family or friends shaped students’ 

expectations of college life. Many students experienced an element of surprise once they became 

a college student especially as it related to academic expectations and social engagement. These 

expectations were incongruent with their lived experiences which were overall more positive 

than expected. 

Previous research found, students select a university based on best fit for their 

personalities, background, and goals at the time they enter (Fitz Gibbon et al., 1999), which 

aligns well with Chapman’s model. However, this study found external influences such as fixed 

college characteristics, significant persons, and college efforts to communicate with students to 

be of significant influence on students’ college choice.  

College Cost, Location, and Available Academic Programs Mainly Informed Students’ 

College Choice 

Participating students experienced resistance from others in their interest in attending an 

out-of-state college. This may have stemmed from the perceived cost of out-of-state college 

tuition. Tuition discounts and scholarships provided financial assistance and made attending a 

college out-of-state more affordable which was an attractive feature for family members 

concerned about college costs. This was consistent with existing literature that found cost was 

one of the most influential factors on students’ college choice (Burdett, 2013; Donnellan, 2003; 

LaFave et al., 2018; Maringe, 2006; Petr & Wendel, 1998; Stephenson et al., 2016). 

In this study, location played an important role in college choice of out-of-state students. 

For some participants choosing a college closer to home was key, while others were more 

interested in creating distance between their choice of college and home. Students did not reach 

agreeance on the ideal proximity from home, however they commonly suggested that attending 
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college out-of-state was a way to ‘get out’ and ‘start fresh.’ Students considering attending 

college out-of-state may be looking for a new and different experience than their in-state 

counterparts. This finding was consistent with previous research (Burdett, 2013; Donnellan, 

2003; Joseph et al., 2012) indicating the college location is still an influential factor in college 

choice.  

As in earlier studies (Petr & Wendel, 1998; Stephenson et al., 2016), availability of an 

academic program of student’s interest was the most influential of the fixed college 

characteristics. Students were searching for availability of academic programs, programs that 

offered applied learning experiences, and those with strong job placement rates. Three of the 

participants have changed their major since first entering college. This may imply that while a 

particular academic program was the reason for choosing the college they are attending, their 

decision to stay after changing their academic major might be influenced by other factors.  

While previous literature (Burdett, 2013; Joseph et al., 2012; LaFave et al., 2018; 

Maringe, 2006; Petr & Wendel, 1998) has found academic reputation to be the most influential 

or one of the most influential factors on college choice, insights and experiences shared by study 

participants were exclusive of this factor. Academic reputation is informed by friends, family, or 

rankings of some sort (Burdett, 2013). Since study participants were out-of-state residents and 

typically their friends and family had less knowledge about colleges outside of their home state, 

this could explain why academic reputation did not play a role in college choice for out-of-state 

undergraduate students.  
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Participants Consciously Made Their College Decision Based on Experiences with Family, 

College Personnel, and Friends 

The significant persons with the greatest influence on students’ college choice were 

family, college personnel, and friends. Family influenced students’ decision more than any other 

group. This was consistent with previous findings on the influence of family (Donnellan, 2003; 

Horvath-Plyman, 2018; Petr & Wendel, 1998). Because students value the opinion of family 

members, they often sought approval from their family regarding their college choice. This can 

be a challenge for out-of-state students whose family members may be unfamiliar with the 

prospective college and, in some cases, have their own expectations of the college the student 

intends to attend.  

Interactions with college faculty, staff, and admissions representatives played a role in the 

college choice process. Admissions representatives were often times students’ first interaction 

and point of contact with a college. These interactions frequently occurred during visits to the 

various high schools. Chapman (1981) found these visits to be the most effective recruiting 

strategy by admissions representatives. Data from this study, shows these visits are still 

impactful. Students vividly recalled their admissions representatives and shared detailed 

accounts of their interactions with these individuals, even calling them by name two and three 

years after their last interaction.   

Discovering the importance of the role of college faculty and staff on college choice was 

authentic to this study and novel to Chapman’s model. Existing research lacks information on the 

role of college personnel although admission staff has traditionally been responsible for student 

recruitment. Study participants often interacted with college personnel during recruitment events 
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including campus visits. Participants shared comments regarding the personalization offered, 

friendliness, and helpfulness of these individuals, and critical program information provided.  

Friends were also influential on college choice for a few of the participants. Research by 

Stephenson et al. (2016) found having family or friends attending the student’s college of choice 

to be an important factor. Only three students had a family member or friend who had previously 

or was currently attending the same college they were considering. These findings align with 

research by Brown et al. (1999) which found out-of-state students are less likely to have family 

members or friends who have attended the college they are considering.  

Contrary to Chapman’s College Choice Model and a study conducted by Burdett (2013), 

high school personnel were not found to be influential in college choice. This is similar to 

findings from Petr and Wendel (1998) that show few students cited high school counselors to be 

influential in their college choice. This may be due to school personnel having limited 

knowledge of out-of-state colleges or the students relying more heavily on other and even more 

accessible resources such as the internet and social media. As a modification to Chapman’s 

model and with out-of-state students in mind, I would suggest removing high school personnel 

and instead including college personnel under the category of ‘Significant Persons.’ 

Campus Visits and Social Media Provide Valuable Information for Students’ College 

Choice  

Campus visits played the most significant role on college choice in terms of college 

communication efforts. This was consistent with previous research (Constantinides & Stagno, 

2012; Fitz Gibbon et al., 1999; Stephenson et al., 2016) that found campus visit to be a highly 

valued source of information. Unlike their in-state peers who may have easier access to visit the 

college campus, out-of-state students are less likely to be familiar with the institution and region 
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(Brown et al., 1999). Participants shared, during their visits, they were evaluating the campus 

environment or the vibe to determine if they could envision themselves as a student at that 

college and if they felt at home on the college campus. 

Participants in this study were active social media users, which is consistent with findings 

by Pew Research Center (2019b) about this demographic and their activity on social media. The 

primary social media platforms utilized to research college information were Instagram, Twitter, 

and Facebook. This was fairly consistent with recent research (Ruffalo Noel Levitz, 2019; 

TargetX, 2017; TargetX, 2020), with the exception of YouTube and Snapchat which were more 

influential in previous studies and only mentioned once each in this study as a platform utilized 

during the college search process. 

Mostly all participants used social media while in high school and only nine students 

(69%) used it for their college search. This number was similar to previous research which found 

around 60% of high school juniors utilize social media during their college search (Ruffalo Noel 

Levitz, 2019). However, it did not appear to be an unwillingness on the students’ part to seek out 

college information on social media. Instead, a lack of awareness of colleges’ presence on social 

media prevented students from interacting with colleges on social media. 

The social media users among the participants found information on student involvement 

opportunities, collegiate athletic teams, and pictures and videos highlighting the campus and 

atmosphere helpful in learning more about each college. The information also expanded their 

perspectives on and expectations of campus environment and culture. Participants used social 

media to triangulate information they had learned about the college through other sources (e.g., 

campus visit) and to solidify their final enrollment decision. Previous research (DiAna, 2014; 
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TargetX, 2020; Thornton, 2017) concluded similar findings regarding the importance of 

information on student involvement and visual information.  

As previous research has shown, students’ college choice was informed by information 

available on college social media accounts (Horvath-Plyman, 2018). Although, study participants 

spent numerous hours a day on social media, they often downplayed the importance of social 

media and its influence on their college choice was unrealized by many.  

Family Circumstances and Expectations of College Life Did Not Preclude Students from 

Pursuing Out-of-State Postsecondary Education 

Participants shared information about their family backgrounds including stories of ill 

parents and siblings and one whose father passed away after a car accident. Previous research on 

the college choice of out-of-state students found these students typically have higher family 

incomes giving them more geographic mobility (Brown et al., 1999). For the participants with 

challenging family circumstances, their financial situations varied and was often overall less 

positive than others creating additional stress on their family. Interestingly, these participants 

were still interested in applying to and attending college along with willing to move away to 

attend college out-of-state. This may be due to the self-determination and self-confidence these 

students possessed which allowed them to pursue higher education away from home regardless 

of their family circumstances.  

 Additionally, experiences with the college (e.g., campus visits, mail, and admissions 

representatives) did not change students’ expectations of college life. High school experiences 

and experiences of friends and family instead influenced students’ expectations of college 

life. These expectations were consistent with Chapman (1981) findings that stated 

students’ expectations of college life were “highly stereotyped, idealized image of college life.” 
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Their expectations painted a rather negative image of college life including thoughts of uncaring 

faculty and staff with unrealistic expectations of academic success and a general lack of 

community and involvement opportunities. Despite their distorted expectations of college life, 

students still chose to pursue postsecondary education at an institution outside of their state of 

residence. These conclusions may speak to the efficacy of the participants and their confidence 

and ability to cope with a new environment as opposed to some of their peers who choose to 

attend college closer to home. 

College Choice of Out-of-State Undergraduate Students is Dynamic and Complex 

Student college choice is a non-linear process. Viewing the college choice as a dynamic 

interconnected system allows for a more accurate description of the college choice process as 

grounded in student perspectives and experiences. The college choice process is influenced by an 

array of factors such as college costs, financial aid availability, input from family or friends, 

interactions with the institution, social and cultural activities, diversity, and varsity sports 

(Constantinides & Stagno, 2012; Donnellan, 2003; Moogan, 2011; Olson, 2018).  

College choice factors are frequently interconnected and occur concurrently. As concluded in 

previous research (Brown et al., 1999), information pertaining postesecondary education was 

gathered from multiple sources and was complementary to student experiences with prospective 

college’s social media, faculty, and campus visits. In addition, out-of-state students have higher 

family incomes, more educated parents, higher academic achievement, and higher educational 

aspirations and, hence, have  greater mobility to visit and enroll in college outside of their state 

of residence (Brown et al., 1999). Understanding the myriad of factors and their level of 

influence on student college choice may help prospective students to make a more informed and 

intentional college decision.  
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This study provided support for the elements in Chapman’s College Choice Model (1981) 

and warrants the possibility of model expansion and refinement to reflect college choice factors 

authentic to out-of-state undergraduate students in present day. Although students did not 

acknowledge the influence of individual student characteristics on their college choice, they may 

still play a role in their decision-making process. The external influences that played the greatest 

role in college choice were academic program, family, and campus visits. Additionally, this 

study did not find student characteristics and external influences to shape students’ general 

expectations of college life. These findings may suggest slight modifications to Chapman’s 

model (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. David Chapman’s College Choice Model  
for Out-of-State Students (2021). 

 
Students in the study emphasized social media as one of the factors in their choice. 

Chapman’s model, however, does not mention social media. In considering where social media 

best fits on Chapman’s model, I have added it on the updated model in red as part of the ‘College 

Efforts to Communicate with Students.’ Students used social media to substantiate the 

information they had learned about the college elsewhere and inadvertently it was a way to help 

narrow their college list. Colleges use social media as a tool to communicate with prospective 

students, although, the communication is single loop. Colleges’ use social media to share 

information to students, but often times miss the opportunity to engage with and receive 

information back from students via social media.  
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Participants noted the importance and influence of athletics on their college choice. This 

included seeking out social media accounts of college athletic teams and student-athletes. This 

finding may be unrecognized by those involved in collegiate athletic departments and by the 

student-athletes themselves. This may warrant further discussion on the implications for theory 

including, but not limited to, the inclusion of college athletics in Chapman’s College Choice 

Model under either ‘Fixed College Characteristics’ or ‘Significant Persons.’  

Another consideration for revision is the ‘Significant Persons’ factor. The original model 

included friends, family, and high school personnel as the individuals who play a significant role 

on the college choice. Unlike previous studies on college choice (Burdett, 2013) which found 

high school guidance counselors to be influential on college choice, this study did not find high 

school personnel to be influential in the college choice of the out-of-state undergraduate students, 

and instead found college personnel to be influential. I have updated Chapman’s model to 

include these modifications in red. Other modifications include, fading the lines between student 

characteristics and general expectations of college life, student characteristics and college choice 

of students, external influences and general expectations of college life, and general expectations 

of college life and students’ choice of college. These lines were faded in the model to signify that 

this study did not find a relationship between these variables.  

The order the external influences appear in the model have been reorganized and listed 

from the most to the least influential on college choice as recounted by the participants. For 

example, this study found the most influential fixed college characteristics was academic 

program, followed by location, and then cost. Similarly, insights from family members and 
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campus visits were the most helpful for students during the college search process comparing to 

friends and college written communication listed in the original model.  

A variety of factors influence students as they make their college choice. Findings 

support the literature that indicates out-of-state students are influenced by many of the same 

factors as in-state students, therefore, indicating many of the same recruitment methods can be 

utilized to recruit out-of-state students that are used for in-state student recruitment (Petr & 

Wendel, 1998).  

Implications for Practice 

While one should be cautious not to draw broad conclusions based on a single study, 

elements of this research provide insight into the college choice process for out-of-state 

undergraduate students. Although the sample size was relatively small, the data revealed the 

influence factors had on students’ college choice and, therefore, may have implications for K-12 

educators, higher education professionals, and students as they are making their college choice.  

Educators in K-12 may find this information useful as they assist students with navigating the 

college choice process. While high school personnel were uninfluential in the college choice of 

out-of-state students, K-12 educators should use the findings from this study to evaluate their 

current efforts in assisting high school students considering out-of-state continuing education. 

Specifically, when assisting students with their college search, it would be beneficial to 

determine students’ college preferences based on their expectations and financial and academic 

needs in order to help them identify colleges that meet their criteria. Additionally, high school 

personnel should intentionally provide activities pertaining to college choice which may include 

college fairs and college visits. These interventions should be designed with an understanding of 

the extent they shape students’ expectations of college life.  
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Enrollment managers, marketers, and others involved in student recruitment in the higher 

education setting can use this information to learn more about preferences of out-of-state 

students and craft tailored marketing strategies that address the interests of this particular group 

of students. Creating an intentional marketing and recruitment plan, one based on data relative to 

out-of-state students, has the potential to reach and yield a higher number of new students for the 

institution. These plans may include initiatives focused on increasing opportunities to engage 

both family members and high school personnel in the recruitment process and on improving 

communication to prospective students. It is important to evaluate communication to ensure 

personalization, and a focus on encouraging students to visit campus, and sharing information 

about the academic programs, college location, and student involvement opportunities. Lastly, 

colleges should seek to create greater awareness of college social media accounts and encourage 

prospective students to engage with the college on these accounts.  

Students entered college with many expectations about life as a college student, many of 

which they discovered to be untrue once they became a student in college. Colleges may 

consider taking steps to mitigate the element of surprise some students experience when they 

arrive at college and better prepare them for the reality of college life. This issue could be 

addressed by expanding opportunities for students to experience college life prior to attending 

college through experiences such as a summer bridge program or creating communications (e.g., 

emails, social media posts, and videos) that paint a more accurate picture of college life at a 

prospective college. This could include student takeovers on social media accounts to depict the 

college experience that is true and authentic to those students. These initiatives may be 

particularly beneficial for first-generation college students who have limited personal 

experiences to draw from when considering expectations for college life. By intentionally 
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helping high school students clarify their expectations of college life, practitioners could reduce 

student stress and overwhelm and, hence, intentionally prepare them to better adapt to the new 

college environment.  

Prospective college students can use the findings from this study to assist them with the 

college search process and help better inform their college choice. If prospective students want to 

make an informed college choice they should take advantage of the various individuals available 

to assist with the college search process including, but not limited to, family, friends, admissions 

representatives, high school personnel, current students, and alumni. Campus visits, written 

communication, and social media are important additional resources students should seek out for 

college information. Student may also benefit from building connections with current and 

prospective students in order to begin creating a community at the college they are considering. 

If prospective students want to make the best college choice they need to consider utilizing all of 

the available resources (e.g., significant persons and college communication) to learn about 

colleges. 

Considerations for Future Research  

This study examined the college choice process of out-of-state undergraduate students at 

a midsized, four-year institution in the Midwest. The majority of study participants were also 

from the Midwest region, therefore limiting the perspective of students from other areas of the 

country. The location and size of the research site likely limits the applicability of these findings 

to a narrow range of institutions as larger institutions or institutions located in other geographic 

areas likely attract different students. While findings from this study may also apply to other 

student populations, it may be interesting to conduct a similar study with transfer students or 

returning adult students from out-of-state to better understand their college decision-making 
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process and the influence, if any, of social media. Future studies may consider including a more 

diverse sample and conducting research at larger institutions of higher education.  

In this retroactive study, I interviewed second- and third-year college students to learn 

what influence individual student characteristics, external influences, general college 

expectations, and social media had on their college choice. Being two or more years removed 

from high school may have impacted participants’ ability to recall certain aspects of their college 

search process. Future research may consider conducting a similar study with high school 

students to learn about the influence of these factors and social media while the students are 

making their college decisions. It may also be of significance to investigate when during the 

college search process do prospective students seek out information on social media (e.g., prior 

to a campus visit, after being admitted, etc.).  

The Covid-19 pandemic may have impacted the researcher’s access to potential study 

participants as more students were staying at home, during the time of the study, to complete 

their courses online. Virtual interviews were available, although, the pandemic may have 

impacted participants’ willingness and ability to participate in the study due to the limited access 

to technology. While email solicitation was the primary method of participant recruitment, the 

university was only able to provide official student email addresses, which may not be widely 

utilized by students, thus, limiting the number of potential participants the study information 

reached. Researchers may consider employing a variety of advertising methods to encourage 

study participation including but not limited to posters, social media, and snowballing 

recruitment.  

Based on the results, opportunities exist for additional research using mixed methods or a 

quantitative research design, to measure the relationships among the college choice factors for 
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out-of-state students. Use of a survey instrument may allow scholars to gather insight from more 

out-of-state students and potentially include other subgroups. A mixed methods study would 

allow for gaining a better understanding of the participants’ perspectives, in conjunction with the 

data from a quantitative analysis of student demographics and academic success.  

Furthering our understanding of out-of-state students’ experiences with their college 

choice process using other approaches to qualitative research design may also be beneficial. 

Specifically, researchers would be able to examine social media posts of the students or colleges 

as an additional data point. It may also be valuable in understanding the motivation for students 

to apply to and attend a college outside of their state of residence. In addition, as shown in this 

study, students were motivated to apply to and attend college outside of their home state, despite 

challenging home and family situations. Further investigation of the extent to which family 

circumstances prepare students to start a new journey away from their families may be beneficial 

in gaining a better understanding of how perseverance and self-efficacy influence college choice. 

The results of this study provide a basis for further exploring social media as an 

influential factor on college choice. As the use of social media continues to increase, scholarship 

may benefit from further research to determine the level of influence social media has on college 

choice and learn about additional ways students can use social media to inform their college 

choice. Existing scholarship would benefit from an investigation on the role of social media in 

shaping student expectations on college life and inherently their college choice as well.  

Final Thoughts 

An understanding of the college choice process is important to a variety of stakeholders 

including students, families, high school personnel, and institutions of higher education. This 

study provided an overview of the most influential factors on the college choice process for out-
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of-state undergraduate students and the role social media played in their college choice. While 

study limitations restrict one from drawing extensive conclusions, it does however provide some 

insight into the level of importance out-of-state undergraduate students place on certain factors 

when selecting a college. The results of this study suggest out-of-state students may place greater 

value on some characteristics of an institution than in-state students. Therefore, students should 

understand and consider these factors to make an informed college choice. High school 

personnel, family, college personnel, and others assisting students with their college choice 

should also possess a clear understanding of these factors and seek to guide students to identify 

an institution that best fits their expectations and financial and academic needs. 

When considering the college choice process, it is important to acknowledge the student 

perspective. The college choice process is complex and is not linear, instead it is a systemic 

process with many factors influencing college choice concurrently. Additionally, college choice 

is an individualized process and varies for each student based of many factors which include but 

not limited to input from family and friends, perceived ability to pay, and perceived benefits of 

attending certain institutions.  

There are still many gaps in the existing literature on college choice, especially as it 

relates to the college choice of out-of-state students. Additional research will be needed as social 

media continues to evolve to examine the influence of the new social media platforms and trends 

along with the effectiveness of social media as a communication tool utilized by colleges.  
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APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 
 
Hello, my name is Kayla Jasso, I am a doctoral student in the Educational Leadership 

program at Wichita State University. I appreciate your willingness to participate in this research. 

This study is entitled “#Accepted: The Role of Social Media on College Choice for Out-of-State 

Undergraduate Students” and will examine the impact of social media on college choice for out-

of-state undergraduate students. You have been selected to participate in the study because as an 

out-of-state student you have unique knowledge which will contribute to the research. Please 

keep in mind that I am interested in your own experiences with the college choice process.  

Before we begin, I would like to share a few procedures for our conversation.  

Although we will be on a first name basis, no names or identifying comments will be used when 

I report the results of this session. You can be assured of complete confidentiality. With your 

permission, I would like to audio-record our session so that I will be able to make accurate 

analysis directly from your comments. The digital recording of our conversation will be 

transcribed and again, for confidentiality, I will remove any possible identifying information 

during the transcription process. The recording and transcription will be kept in a secure location 

for the duration of, and for five years after the conclusion of the study. 

This interview will last approximately 60 minutes. If you feel uncomfortable with a 

question, you may skip it. If at any point you feel too distressed to continue the study, you may 

be excused without penalty. If the distress continues after you discontinue or finish participation, 

you may wish to contact a counselor at the university. 

Have you have read and signed the consent form? 

Do you have any questions about it before we begin? 
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APPENDIX A (continued) 
 
 

Do I have your permission to audio record our interview?  
 

Student Individual Interview Questions 
 

1. Can you tell me a little bit about yourself?  

2. Why did you choose to attend Rock College?  

3. Were you considering any other colleges/universities?  

3a. What was the influencing factor(s) in your choice?  

4. Can you tell me about how you use social media? 

5. Did you use social media when you were considering which college you want to go to?  

5a. How did you use social media to learn about particular colleges/universities?  

6. Which social media platforms did you use to learn about colleges/universities?  

7. Can you tell me about some of the social media accounts you used or looked at?  

8. What type of information did you find about colleges/universities on social media? 

9. What type of information were you searching for on social media as you were conducting 

your college search?  

9a. Were you able to find that information?  

10. What type of information or content on social media did you find the most valuable for 

your college choice? 

11. How influential was social media on your choice to attend Rock College? How so? 

12. What individuals would you say were influential in your college choice? 

13. What things were most important to when considering which college you would attend? 

14. What type of information did you receive from colleges?  

14a. What did you find was the most helpful and why? 
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APPENDIX A (continued) 
 
 

14b. Was there anything you received that wasn’t helpful? 

15. Based on information you saw on Rock College on social media, what did you think your 

life would be like as a student here?  

16. Does college life as a student at Rock College match the expectations you had based off 

what you learned on social media? How or how not?  

17. Is there anything else that you’d like to add or share?  
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