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A Standalone Version of Today’s Material

The Content of This Session Comes from a More Extensive Resource

1 Always Online and Highly Distractible
A Double-Edged Sword for Recruitment Marketers

This always-online behavior presents both a challenge and an coportunity for colleges.
Teens Are Constantly ©n one hand, it gives institutions a direct line to students through channels such as search,
Plugged In email, and social media_ As the EAB data below illustrates, students report checking email
and social media daily. On the other hand, recruitment marketers face stiff competition
for students’ attention online from the many ather, highly engaging types of content, from
TikTok trends to video games, and mare. Part 2 of this insight paper shares our top survey

Pew Research and The
Anxious Generation

Today's Teens Live Online insights io better understand students’ digital habits in college search and win their attention.
Today's teens are constantly checking their phones or
being distracted by online content. According to a 2024 How Often Do You Check the Following Platforms?
Pew survey, 45% say they're online “simost constantly.” - .
and 3% say the same about sccial media, Even whn o 2025 Student Communication Freferences Survey in=19.199)
not actively scrolling. they're being pulled back: Haidt
estimates the average teen receives 11 push notifications o i

. of students check email

of teens are usin

per waking hour, or about one every five minutes. q 8 8 /O atleast once a day

s5%
social media
“almast canstantly™
(44 -

Even when members of

9%
Gen Z are not on their 2% ™ o
devices and appear to be 4 517 . Miewt | Ewryfew | Omees | Eenoter | News
doing something in the real fmesacay - enceadey o ek esertes
world, such as sitting in class, of teens are online
. . . “almast constantly”
eating a meal, or talking with . 8 57 of students check social
you, a substantial portion of O mediaatleast ance a day
their attention is monitoring
or worrying (being anxious)
about events in the social -
metaverse.” 1 1
6% = 2% 5%
donathan Haick remvdper g i i Gy omms | By b
The Anxicus Generation hour, on average tmesadsy  onceaday days week week or less
8| Recruiting the Anseus Generation eab com |9
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A roadmap to our presentation

1 Three key traits of the anxious generation

) What recent large-scale surveys tell us about recruiting today’s students
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What is the “Anxious Generation”?
A Great Rewiring of Childhood

Theoretical Framework Borrowed from the Theorist The"Anhxious
of Childhood Development Jonathan Haidt Generation

How the.Great Rewiring of
Childheod Is Causing an Epidemic

Th ] * of Mentallllness @
€eSIS ) ® :

q » " g™
oe - atr®

S,

Intensive smartphone use, together with changing
parenting norms, have resulted in profound cognitive
and behavioral changes in Gen Z and Gen Alpha,
including arise in the prevalence of mentalillness
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Trait 1
Always Online and Highly Distracted

45% 33% 11

of teens say that they are . of teens use social media . push notifications
online “almost constantly” - “almost constantly” - received by teens per hour
2024 Pew Survey 2024 Pew Survey Haidt

NACAC !" Sources: https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2024/12/12/teens-
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Trait 2

Increasingly Burdened with Mental Health Challenges

. . . . . Proportional
% of Teens Reporting a Major Depressive Episode in the Last Year

Change
359 2010-2022
0% --Boys -e-Girls
0
25% 133%
20%
15%
188%
o ._‘\/\/\/._._./._‘_’/././._/* T
0
>% A significantly higher
0% increase than for girls

2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022
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https://www.anxiousgeneration.com/research/the-evidence
https://www.anxiousgeneration.com/research/the-evidence
https://www.anxiousgeneration.com/research/the-evidence

Impacts on the College-Going Journey
Mental Health Challenges Encroach on Affected Students’ Search

Q: “How much do nervousness, anxiety, loneliness,
and isolation impact your college search?”’?

No impact
Slight impact 34%
Moderate impact 34%

Extreme impact

Not searching

N ACAC !" 1. Asked of students who felt nervousness, anxiety, loneliness, and/or

Conference 2025 “ isolation. Source: 2024 Mental Health Survey (n=6,398)

45%

of affected students report
significant impact on
college search




Trait 3

Values-Focused

Reasons Students Gave for Removing Schools from Their Consideration Set
Too expensive 71%

Too far from home
Too close to home
Not well known

Too elitist

The campus was too conservative 14% .
_ _ _ B Political reason
Located in a state that is too conservative 12%
Did not know anyone attending 12% Bl Other reason

The campus was too liberal
Student protests on campus

Located in a state that is too liberal

N ACAC Sources: HTTPs://news.stanford.edu/stories/2022/01/know-gen-z; EAB research and analysis.
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of students cited
political factors

53%

of students say a “safe
campus is one that is
committed to DEI
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A roadmap to our presentation

1 Three key traits of the anxious generation

What recent large-scale surveys

2 - ,
tell us about recruiting today’s students
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Some Background on the Surveys
Three Initiatives that Engaged More than 38,000 Students in Total

Participants Issues examined
Student Communication 18.299 current « Preferred communication channels in college search
Preferences Survey hlg’h school students * Social media, email, and phone habits
(2025) * Perceptions of communications from colleges
2025 First-Year 11.500 recent * College search and application behaviors
Experlence Su rvey hlg’h school graduates o Factors driVing COllege selection
(2025)  Satisfaction with college experience thus far
Student Mental 2 990 hich schoolstudents  ~ EXPeriences with mental health challenges
Health Su rvey a;1d colli e freshmen » Effects of mental health on the college search process

(2024) g * Anxieties about applying to and enrolling in college

NACAC
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Insight 1
Students Consult Many Information Sources in Their College Search

Resources Students Reported Using to Gather Information About Colleges

By High School Year
Around half of students use social () Senior
80% media to research colleges @ Junior
70% 8 g ® l (O Sophomore
6% 8 ° 0 . o
50% o S
40% O e
30%
20%
10%
0%
Online Search Colleges’ High . In-person Search Social Adult
resources engines outreach school Family events sites Peers media advisors

N ACAC ' Note: respondents were instructed to select all that apply.
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Put Your .edu to Work

Schools’ Websites Are Students’ Main Search Resource

At the Center of Students’ Search

Q: “When searching for information about colleges online, which of the following
scenarios reflect how you gather information?”

Normalize the support
services you offer via your
website, to reassure
Anxious-Generation
prospects that they can
succeed at your institution

I look on the school's website 79%
I look for a link from a familiar website
I click on organic, non-ad search results

I read Al-generated results

I click on ads/sponsored search results

NACAC 2o
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Insight 2

Social Media Is a Key College Search Tool for Today’s Youth

Far more likely to be used by men

| l
Percentage of Students O n &
who Reported Using © =/

Various Social Media Instagram YouTube TikTok Reddit
Platforms to Learn ' ; :

About Colleges 45% 33% 30% 11%
! ! 5

Far more likely to be used by women

NACAC ' Note: respondents could choose more than one platform.
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Insight 3
Today’s Students Are Open to Digital Ads from Colleges

Students’ Platform Preferences for Social Ads

Instagram 44%

I YouTube

6 6% TikTok

Snapchat Students’ platform

preferences for ads closely
match their overall
platform preferences

of students say they’re open
to being served ads from
colleges and universities via Spotify

Facebook

their social platforms Pinterest

X/Twitter

N ‘ Ac Note: the question was asked of students who said they used
social media. Respondents could choose multiple networks.

Conference 2025
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Know Your Ad Audience
Significant Differences by Demographic and High School Year

% of Students Willing Click Rates
to be Served Social Ads By Students’ High-School Year
By First-Gen Status

+9% 10% 9%

7%
75%

Sophomore Junior Senior

Ads are most impactful with students
Non-first-gen First-gen earlier in their college search
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Insight 4
Lasting Relevance for Legacy Channels

Through What Channels Do Today’s Students
Prefer to Receive Communications from Colleges?

90%
80%
70%
60% @
50%
40%
30% @) o
20% ®
10%

0%

O

O At start of
college search

o)

o ® P Once a school is on
student’s short list

College Mail Campus Text Social

Email . .. )
website visit messages media

N ‘ Ac " Note: students were instructed to select all that apply. Only the
" top five sources are shown.
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Physical Mail is Emotionally Powerful

How Receiving Physical Mail from Colleges Makes Students Feel

Excited/Delighted/Thrilled/Enthusiastic
Important/Wanted/Special/Valued
Interested/Intrigued
Happy/Joy/Elated/Ecstatic
Curious/Intrigued/Surprised
Nice/Good/Great
Seen/Heard/Recognized/Included
Neutral

Annoyed/Irritated/Bothered
Proud/Validated/Amazing/Confident

Overwhelmed/Anxious/Uncertain

7%

B Positive
" Neutral
B Negative

N ‘ ‘ Note: students were instructed to share one or two words that
describe their reaction.

Conference 2025

24%

84%

of students say they
use QR codes at least
sometimes

T

QR codes are a
powerful means of
linking the digital and
paper realms
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Insight 5
Many Students Use Al for Search, Even though Few Trust It

Percentage of Students Rating Various Information Sources as Trustworthy

In-person events 34%
College websites
High school resources
Family o/
26%
of students use Al chatbots
like ChatGPT to search for

information about colleges

Outreach from colleges
Search sites (e.g., Appily)
Adult advisors

Peers

Search engines

Social media

Al chatbots (e.g., ChatGPT)
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Insight 6
In-Person Interactions Are Important to the Anxious Generation

Percentage of Students Rating Various Information Sources as Trustworthy

Events, such as campus visits, are students #1 most trusted information source

40% l : . : : _ _ _ () First-gen
= 8 @ nNon-first-gen

o]

30% @)
25% 5
20%
15%
10%

5% O Q
0%

® O
®
1)

In-person éHighschooIé Online Colleges’ Online Adult Family Search

; ; ; ; . ; . ; ; . Peers
Events = resources = resources = outreach = searchsites  advisors = members = engines
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Takeaways

Communication is more central than ever

The anxious generation’s media habits have everything to do with the problems they’re experiencing; understand
your own media strategy in that context.

Legacy channels are a “safe space”

Traditional communication channels offer students a welcome place of calm, simplicity, and familiarity in an
otherwise chaotic and overwhelming media environment; use them to your advantage.

Reassurance front and center

More so than students of the past, the anxious generation are looking for affirmation, reassurance, and support;
audit the communications you’re having with them to ensure you’re meeting that need.

Conference 2025
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Continue the Conversation

Rob Alexander

Vice Provost & University Dean for Enrollment Management

University of Rochester
ralexander@rochester.edu

Madeleine Rhyneer

VP of Consulting Services and Dean of Enrollment Management

EAB
mrhyneer@eab.com
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THANK YOU!
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Please don’t forget to submit the session
feedback survey found in the event app!
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Check Out EAB’s NACAC Resource Center

Access Today’s Presentation Slides, Related Publications, and More

(R)EAB
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