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P
arents influence children in many of life’s 
decisions, including the student’s choice of a 
college. To reach your enrollment goals, you 
need to influence all types of parents. Some are 

helicopter parents, who do all the talking during campus 
visits, while others are nonchalant sideline sitters who say 
little, as their child explores multiple options. 

Unfortunately, until they arrive on campus, you may 
not know what kind of parent you will be working with. 
Therefore, you need effective tactics for parent of all types. 

The Buyer’s Journey
Both students and parents take a buyer's journey to 
choose a school. The journey includes three basic steps.

 ■ Awareness
 ■ Consideration
 ■ Decision

Parents enter the awareness stage well in advance 
of high school graduation. According to a study by 
Longmire & Company, nearly one-quarter of parents 
have discussed specific colleges before their student’s 
freshman year in high school.1

College recruiting fairs, online advertising, billboards, 
radio, TV, and marketing to targeted students are 
common awareness-building tactics. During the 
awareness stage, parents open their eyes to messages 
they often have ignored for years. Let’s look at the 
example of Molly and Dan, and their experience 
surrounding the buyer’s journey.

Molly and Dan have two children, Hunter and Hailey. 

Hunter is a junior in high school. Hailey is in middle 
school. Molly and Dan met when they both attended 
a small private college in Maryland. They are both 
professionals – Molly is a CPA who works for a large 
corporation, and Dan is in IT. After graduation, they 
married and moved to Chapel Hill, where Molly had a job 
offer. They have been happy raising their children there. 

When Hunter started his freshman year, Molly began 
to pay attention to news about local public and private 
universities. She spotted a billboard for an unfamiliar 
school and checked it out online. When the bi-annual 
publication arrived from her alma mater, Molly read it 
from cover to cover, and began to follow her school 
on Facebook and Instagram. Every time there was a 
news story about the challenges of financing a college 
degree, Molly stopped what she was doing to watch.  

In Hunter's sophomore year, Molly started discussing 
potential colleges for Hunter with her family. The first 
discussions were broad-based. State school versus 
private school? Big or small? In-state or out-of-state? 

When schools sent direct mail – letters, postcards, mailers 
– Molly studied the mailing. When she felt the school 
could be a fit for Hunter, she visited the school online. 

Over time, more conversations began to focus on 
specific schools. Two of Dan’s colleagues had attended 
the same private school in nearby South Carolina and 
convinced Dan the school was worth considering. 
Hunter checked it out online and was interested. 

Hunter had a list of possibilities, including Molly and 
Dan’s alma mater. Molly also had a list, based on 
her own research. After more discussion, the family 
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selected a small group of campuses to visit. 

Between Hunter’s freshman and senior years, 
Molly, Dan, and Hunter moved from awareness 
to consideration, and ultimately, to evaluating 
alternatives.  

“Where would you like to go?” shifted to, “Where 
will you apply?” 

“What do you have to do to get in?” shifted to, 
“Can you get accepted?”

“It’s a great school to consider,” shifted to, “What 
can we afford?”

In his senior year of high school, Hunter applied to 
five schools. One was public. Of the four private 
schools, one was Molly and Dan’s alma mater. 
Another was the school recommended by Dan’s 
colleagues. The other two schools had marketed to 
Hunter and his family. 

This story illustrates a common approach families 
take when choosing a college. The internet is a 
common starting point for research and the first 
place to find a tactical marketing opportunity. 

 

 TACTICAL OPPORTUNITY 1 

Early in the process, parents and students research 
online. While every college has a website, a 
dedicated page for parents helps you win. 

Parents come to your website with their own set of 
questions. While they care about possible majors, 
they also want to know what will happen if their 
child struggles in a class, can’t get along with their 
roommate, gets sick and has to miss a week of school, 
and whether it will be safe for their child to walk alone 
on campus at night. If their student is unsure of what 
to study, or is unclear about their future career, can 
your school help them? What about financial aid, 
scholarships, and loans? After graduation, are there 
resources to help them find a job?

Impressions form quickly during the introductory 
stage. A well-crafted, helpful parent’s webpage 
can create a positive perception of your school, 
which positions your school as a contender. Good 

impressions are critical, as parents move from 
awareness to the consideration stage.

Think beyond the information dump, and instead, 
create a satisfactory user experience. What is the 
parent’s goal when they visit your page? How can 
you make it easy to accomplish that goal? How 
can you showcase information that helps transition 
the parent beyond awareness to the consideration 
stage? Remember, your goal is to help parents 
gather information to form both emotional and data-
driven impressions that will position you at the top 
of the consideration set.

 TACTICAL OPPORTUNITY 2
“So many options, but which schools are worth 
considering?” Molly and Dan want their child to 
thrive and succeed, so they often discuss this, 
privately and with Hunter. 

Educating parents on the advantages of your school 
builds supporters. To educate, take a tip from 
Avinash Kaushik, co-founder of Google who said, 
“Content is anything that adds value to the reader’s 
life.”2 Parent-centric email marketing, with a well-
crafted flow of communications, adds value in a 
budget-friendly way. 

To execute this tactic and educate parent-readers, you 
need the parent’s email address. To get it, you can:

 ■ Ask for it on the website. On your parent’s page, 
encourage parents to sign up for your parent-
specific newsletter.

 ■ Give interested students an opportunity to 
share their parent’s email address. Collect 
it on applications, contact cards, campus 
visit forms, etc. When you collect an email 
through the “student share” channel, your 
first communication should look like it comes 
from an actual human instead of an automated 
system. Explain how you got the email to the 
parent, and why you are sending information. 
To ensure you are CAN-Spam compliant, be 
sure to include an unsubscribe option. 



enthusiastically about the school’s benefits. When they 
had concerns, they raised questions or pointed out 
potential disadvantages. Eventually, they all agreed 
where Hunter would apply.

The three influencing tactics – a parent’s page on 
the website, email marketing for parents, and direct 
mail – would have provided value for Molly and Dan. 
Imagining Molly and Dan are looking at your institution, 
knowing what you know about their story, wouldn’t you 
want them, and other parents who seek knowledge, to 
have access to the information they seek? 

Parents are not the ultimate buyers who attend your 
college, but they do influence their children. By 
providing helpful information, you can earn the right 
to influence your future student’s parents. Consider 
what you are doing now to communicate with this 
marketing niche and look for ways to improve tactics 
before the next enrollment cycle begins.
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 ■ Make it a routine for your staff to request email 
addresses from parents when talking to them on 
the phone, at events, or when they visit campus. 

 ■ Every year, the children of past graduates 
investigate your school. Make it a best practice 
to run your Student Search database against 
the alumni database. If a student lives at the 
same address as an alumnus, modify your 
communication strategy to adapt to that 
opportunity.  

Parents are hungry for information to help their 
student make the right choice and succeed in 
life. Emails with links to additional resources are 
helpful to parents. Click-through data permits you 
to capture another layer of behavioral insight to 
share with your enrollment/marketing team about 
what parents are reading, and at what point in the 
enrollment cycle. 

 TACTICAL OPPORTUNITY 3
Molly looked at every piece of mail that came to 
Hunter. She scanned the copy and studied the 
pictures, imagining her son walking across campus, 
sitting in class, and spending time with new friends. 

Direct mail is an effective marketing tool, but it also 
costs more per impression. Linking direct mail to 
online information is a smart way to improve the ROI 
on direct mail, and helps you in several ways. A video 
of the campus helps sell the campus visit. A parent 
page with a Frequently Asked Question section on 
finances helps a parent understand why your school 
has the best value and is an affordable option.

If your school has a parent’s page on the website, and 
the resources to institute a reverse append strategy, 
you could use IP addresses of website visitors to 
identify physical addresses. When you find a match, 
send parents a triggered direct mail piece, following 
their online visit. 

LAST THOUGHTS

From Hunter’s freshman through senior years, the 
family had many conversations about college choices. 
When Molly and Dan liked a college, they talked 
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