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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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