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Understanding the Parent 
Perspective in the College Decision Process
Spark451’s 2025 College-Bound Student Survey – Parent Edition offers an in-depth look at the priorities, behaviors, and considerations of parents guiding traditional high school students through the college decision process. With responses from nearly 1,400 parents of recent high school graduates, the findings reveal trendlines shaped by increasing financial pressures, evolving communication preferences, and heightened sensitivity to institutional values and safety.
The TL;DR
Not surprisingly, affordability was the dominant theme. Nearly 92%  of parents identified cost as a critical factor in application decisions. But while most families filed the FAFSA this year, only 41% reported that their student chose the most affordable option. Scholarships, financial aid, and transparent pricing were consistently cited as decision factors, highlighting the need for institutions to clearly articulate value and return on investment.
Communication strategies matter more than ever. Parents overwhelmingly prefer email and mailed materials for direct outreach, with email ranking as the most effective communication channel for parents. While social media plays a role in parent communication, particularly Facebook and Instagram, 
its influence is tertiary to official institutional websites and direct contact 
with admissions officers. Interestingly, AI tools such as chatbots and 
voice assistants remain underused by parents, despite their growing 
adoption among students and institutions.
Timing and other decision factors also provide actionable insights.  
Most families finalized college choices between March and May, often 
after comparing multiple institutions rather than during initial campus 
visits. Campus safety, political climate, and institutional values also 
played roles in the college decision process, with over 70% of parents 
acknowledging that state or college political stances influenced whether 
they felt comfortable with their child attending an institution. 
Direct admissions programs — which guarantee admission for students 
meeting predefined criteria — resonate strongly with parents, with nearly 
four out of five respondents finding the concept appealing. This aligns 
with broader industry efforts to simplify the admissions process and 
reduce barriers to access for qualified students.
Taken together, these findings underscore a central truth: Parents remain one of 
the most influential voices in the college decision process, and their expectations 
are evolving. Institutions that prioritize affordability and cost transparency, deliver 
personalized and timely communication, and address concerns around safety 
and values will be best positioned to win over this key group of influencers in the 
decision-making process for college-bound students.





TIMING IS EVERYTHING
Asked when they knew an institution was the right choice for them 
and their child, 45% of parents this year, up from 32% last year, said 
that it was after comparing other institutions. Notably, the number of 
respondents who said it was after the first visit has slightly declined,  
with 22% of parents this year selecting this option, down from 25%  
last year. Parents are acting more like savvy consumers, weighing  
return on investment, financial aid, and fit across multiple institutions. 
This underscores the importance of continuing communications 
with parents — and students — after you get them on campus 
and personalizing the messaging to the topics most important to 
them throughout the college decision process. A dedicated parent 
communication flow and virtual engagement, such as recorded info 
sessions and live chats, are just a couple of ways to get, and keep, 
parents engaged.
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After the  
first visit
When my child 
received an 
acceptance letter
When my child 
received a 
scholarship /
financial aid offer
After comparing 
other schools
My child hasn’t 
made a college 
decision yet
50
%
40
%
30
%
%
20
10
%
0
%
45
%
of parents knew an  
institution was the  
right decision for them  
and their student after  
comparing other schools

YIELD SEASON IS 
FRUITFUL AGAIN
With FAFSA seemingly back on track, it would also appear that the 
traditional yield season has returned to normal. This aligns with industry 
trends showing that early financial clarity leads to earlier decision-making. 
This year, nearly 90% of parents whose child had already made their final 
college decision reported that this decision was made by May 1, National 
College Decision Day. Only 10% of parents said their child made their final 
choice after May 1. This was down significantly from last year’s 38%. 
With the May 1 deadline once again meaningful, institutions should be 
prepared to launch yield communications immediately after admissions 
decisions, then anti-melt prevention strategies post-May 1. Meeting 
parents where they are in the decision-making process can help deliver 
value, clarity, and confidence whenever they’re ready for it, leading to 
increased engagement from this influential group.
%
90
of families made their  
enrollment decision  
by May 1
When did your child make a final decision?
By March 1
Between  
March 2–May 1
After May 1
60
%
50
%
40
%
30
%
20
%
%
10
0
%

LATE DECISION 
At the time of polling, about 5% of parents said their child hadn’t made 
a final decision on which institution to attend this fall. That’s more than 
double the number of undecided students at this time last year, despite  
the FAFSA delay. Over half of these parents indicated that their child is  
still planning to enroll this fall. 
This figure may seem small, but it’s significant: With the average net  
tuition of a first-time, full-time, in-state, public, four-year college student  
at $21,000 — tuition is even higher at private institutions* — this amounts 
to thousands of dollars of potential tuition revenue for institutions.  
Late-cycle, multi-channel enrollment marketing campaigns with deadline 
extensions, housing guarantees, quick decision timelines, event 
invitations, and other special offers and incentives in the summer can play 
an important role in filling last-minute seats and rounding out the rest of 
your incoming class.
*According to College Board, as reported by the National Association of Student Financial 
Aid Administrators
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DISCOUNT WITH 
DISCRETION 
Many (63%) of our parent respondents said that the offer of an  
application fee waiver was not a factor in choosing where to apply.  
This jumped up significantly from last year’s 43%, suggesting that 
application cost is no longer a primary motivator for parents. In fact, 
considering a broader industry trend of more students applying to 
multiple schools with platforms like CommonApp, which often include 
fee waivers, these may be seen as table stakes. 
That’s not to confuse small financial incentives like application fee 
waivers with larger financial aid packages and scholarship opportunities. 
Instead, other offers or value-based messaging seem to be more 
compelling than application fee waivers, especially during the earlier 
stages in the college decision process. Early access to housing, priority 
advising, or exclusive events, for example, may elevate the perceived 
value of an offer and motivate families to apply.
%
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DIRECT ADMISSIONS
An emerging trend that we included in our survey for the first time last  year was direct admissions, which guarantees admission to high school students who meet certain criteria without having to submit a full application. Our survey asked parents how they feel about direct admissions.
We’re seeing growing interest in this area, with 78% of parents this year,  up from 73% last year, responding that they would have found such an  offer appealing. 
All respondents were given the opportunity to say what it was they liked  or disliked about the idea of direct admissions. Parents who said that they would have found a direct admissions track appealing liked that it seemed  to reduce stress and waiting time. Interestingly, though, of the parents who said no, themes emerged around individual consideration, competitive perception, and limited options.
Education about the program may be key to decreasing resistance and increasing adoption — by parents and institutions alike. Explainer videos or info sessions can emphasize the advantages of direct admissions and the benefits families still receive: engagement, advising, program matching, and more.
Some schools are creating  a “direct admissions” track,  where high school students  who meet certain criteria  (GPA, major, etc.) are  guaranteed admission.  The offer is nonbinding.  
 	YES 
Is this something you would  	78%
have found appealing for  your child?
78%
of parents said that they  find the idea of direct  admissions appealing
NO 22%

%
59
of parents said that  
the institution their child 
selected was not the  
most affordable option
MORE THAN MONEY
Rising tuition, inflation, and student loan concerns have kept affordability  
a top priority for families. Yet while cost is critically important, it’s not always 
decisive.
A whopping 95% of parents rated cost as an “Important” or “Extremely 
Important” factor in their college search, up from 77% last year. And yet, 
over half of parents also said that the institution their child selected was not 
the most affordable option. Similarly, over half of parents said they wouldn’t 
encourage their child to change schools if another school offered them an 
attractive financial aid offer.
This suggests that families are willing to pay more for things like perceived 
prestige, better outcomes or support, or stronger academic or social fit. In 
addition to communicating value, not just affordability, institutions can send 
personalized welcome messages and onboarding materials that validate a 
family’s choice and reinforce their commitment to an institution until it’s time  
to register for classes.
NO 
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Was the college your child  
selected the most affordable 
option?


TO FORGIVE OR  NOT TO FORGIVE
With the question of student loan forgiveness hanging in the balance,*  we asked parents if they anticipate using student loans to assist in paying  for college. 42% said no, they would not encourage their child to take out loans, regardless of the circumstance. This is a significant increase over last year’s 31%. This reflects a deepening skepticism about student debt and growing uncertainty of loan forgiveness policies.
Parents are increasingly seeking transparent cost breakdowns, early financial aid estimates, and loan-free options to pay for college. Highlighting scholarships, payment plan options, and alternatives to borrowing can help restore confidence in debt-averse parents. And positioning your institution as a smart investment, not just a cost, can help parents see the long-term value.
 
*When our survey launched, the H.R.1 - 119th Congress (2025–2026): One Big Beautiful Bill Act had not yet been signed into law.
42%
of parents would not encourage their child  to take out loans, regardless of the circumstance
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ALL ABOUT ACADEMICS
So what would sway parents to choose your institution for their child? While affordability remains one of the most important consideration 
factors for parents, our survey reveals that academic quality is top of mind, 
followed by campus safety, location, housing availability, and the campus 	87% admissions visit. Not surprisingly, this reflects the importance of student 
well-being and comfort.	academic quality as of parents ranked 
Notably, academic quality’s ranking as an extremely important factor 	extremely important  
in the college  increased 18% from last year, while proximity to home dropped 4%, search process suggesting parents are becoming more open to students moving farther away for college. Institutions can jump on this trend with national recruitment strategies, such as expanding geographic targeting, offering travel stipends, and providing virtual alternatives to the campus visit.  At the same time, they can help put parents’ minds at ease with equal emphasis on high academic value and strong student support.
How important were the following in advising your child  throughout the college search process?
1 Academic Quality	7	Housing Availability	13 Diversity
2 Cost / Financial Aid	8	Admissions Visit	14 Proximity to Home
3 Scholarship Offer	9 Average Class Size	15 Athletics
4 Campus Safety	10 On-Campus Counseling Services	16 Family / Alumni
5 Location / Setting	11 Extracurricular Activities	17 School’s Religious Affiliation
6 Campus Appearance	12 School Size

LOOKING FOR ANSWERS
When it comes to finding information about an institution, a vast majority of parents, like their children, went straight to the college or university website. This trend has remained steady over the past several years, hovering right around 85% of parents indicating this is where they go for answers.
With institutional websites leading the way as the first and most trusted source of information for parents, this underscores the importance of a  well-designed and -developed website. Plus, parent portals on the website are an effective way to disseminate financial aid info, share safety resources, answer FAQs, and more for this particular audience.
INSTITUTIONAL
WEBSITES
	The next most popular resources? College admissions officers (46% this year, down from 53% last year), web searches (41% this year, down from 44% last year), and school counselors (34% this year, down from 50% last year).
This downward trend, combined with the rise in reliance on current students, Collegeboard.com, U.S. News & World Report, and social media suggests that parents expect more self-service, peer-influenced, and community resources available on demand. While institutions can’t control all of the information about them online, they can — and should — keep their profiles on third-party platforms up to date.
When you had questions about a college / university,  how did you seek answers?
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University 	College 	School 	Current student 	Social  	Alumni	High school 	Web search 	Family / friends	Clergy	Teacher / coach	AI tool	Other website	admissions 	counselor	at the college	media	peers	(Google, Bing, officer	Yahoo!)


are the top resources  parents and students  rely on during the  search process

AI DON’T KNOW YET
While artificial intelligence (AI) is transforming higher education at large, we have yet to see widespread adoption by parents in the college decision process. Only 4% of parents this year indicated they used an AI tool to get answers about an institution. And the difference is negligible compared  to last year, when we first introduced the topic of AI into our survey.
That said, ChatGPT (16%) and Google Home (15%) were the most commonly used AI tools of those parents who used the technology during the college decision process. 
The key takeaway? Before you pivot to more sophisticated approaches  to enrollment marketing, such as generative engine optimization (GEO)  or answer engine optimization (AEO), an institutional website with strong search engine optimization (SEO) and content strategies remains foundational in providing relevant, useful information that parents are looking for. With AI tools often pulling from top-ranked sources, a well-defined and -executed SEO strategy ensures your institution’s website will get found — whether parents are searching online or asking a voice assistant.
ACADEMIC 
PROGRAMS
	What types of topics did you ask AI about  during your child’s college search process?
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Academic Affordability Application Campus  General  Career  Student &  Help with my Other programs (scholarships, process & location & “right fit” outcomes campus life child’s personal 
financial aid,  	requirements	surrounding  	recommendations	statement loans, etc.)	area


was the most common topic for parents who utilized AI during the college search process

COMMUNICATION PREFERENCES
Email is still the favorite method of communication for parents, with 67% of them ranking email as their top choice for themselves. This number is significantly lower than last year’s 75%, though. Direct mail, text messaging, and phone calls are also down.
Instead, 12% of parents, up from 6% last year, prefer institutions to communicate with them using social media. This trend is similar to what  we saw in response to how parents prefer institutions to communicate with their child: Parents prefer social media over text messaging and phone calls. These preferences signal a shift in parent expectations toward less intrusive, more relevant communication — for themselves and their child.
EMAIL
is parents’ preferred 
method for institutions to communicate with them and their child

It’s worth noting that these trends mirror the communication channels institutions are using to reach parents during their child’s college search. In other words, the communication channels institutions use to reach parents may be shaping how parents prefer to receive information during the college decision process. We’re interested to see these trends evolve as we continue to test newer channels and platforms, such as programmatic TV and streaming audio.
Interestingly, 15% of parents didn’t receive any communications from institutions directly to them. With 94% of parents indicating they were “Influential” or “Extremely Influential” in their child’s college decision, this is a major missed opportunity to reach prospective students through their most trusted source. Collecting parent data such as names, email addresses, and income levels on inquiry forms and event registrations is the first step in helping institutions better reach and engage parents of prospective students. Then you can follow up with dynamic, multi-channel strategies that focus on relevance and timing.
Rank how you prefer potential schools to communicate with your child.
	1	2	3	4	5
	Email	Mail	Social Media	Text Messaging	Phone Calls
DIRECT MAIL ISN’T DEAD
Asked what types of print materials parents liked the most, 50% of them, down from 61% last year, chose personalized letters above all. But personalization goes beyond using the parent’s first and last name. Tailoring communications 
to their child’s areas of interest, such as major, or pre-filling inquiry forms and 
applications with information you already have is key to making the college 	PERSONALIZED decision process easier for families.	LETTERS
are still parents’ favorite  This year, we added swag as an option for direct mail, and the results indicate type of direct mail that adding fun, tactile, branded marketing materials such as stickers or pennants is a big hit with parents. 20% of parents chose swag as their favorite method of print communication, making it the number two option.
While the tried-and-true college viewbook is still an effective print piece, the popularity of postcards  is on the rise, with 10% of parents this year, up from 3% last year, choosing this as their favorite direct mail piece. This mirrors broader marketing trends favoring brevity, clarity, and visual appeal. QR codes that  link to personalized landing pages or other digital content such as financial aid videos or student testimonials are an easy way to keep postcard content concise while encouraging parents to take  an action for more information. 
Regardless of which print materials you invest in, clean CRM data is instrumental in identifying parent preferences and following up in a way that’s meaningful to them — thereby increasing the effectiveness  of your strategy.
Based on the various print materials you or your child have received  from different schools, which did you like most?
	1	2	3	4	5
	Letter Tailored 	Swag (Sticker, 	College  	Postcard	 Foldout  
	to Your Interest 	Pennant, etc.)	Overview  	Brochure
	(Major, Location, 	Catalog
etc.)
SOCIAL MEDIA FOR  COLLEGE SEARCH
Understanding parents’ platform and messaging preferences is key to using social  media effectively.
In general, the majority of parents (48%) spend one to two hours per day on social media. Facebook and Instagram are still the most popular platforms, with 70% of the survey respondents, down from 97% last year, indicating they spend the most amount of time  on one of these Meta platforms. Not surprisingly, other social media platforms are gaining  a bit of ground, with YouTube coming in a distant third at 11%.
Although more parents are open to receiving communication from institutions through  social media, fewer parents are proactively using it for their child’s college decision process.  23% of parents, down from 31% last year, said they used social media to find information about an institution. The platforms parents are using most often for the college decision process  are Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube — which is consistent with their broader usage.
We introduced Reddit as an option this year, and early results indicate this is a platform to watch. 11% of parents used Reddit to gather information about institutions, placing it above TikTok, LinkedIn, and Snapchat. This reflects a growing interest in community-driven, unfiltered discussions. Monitoring Reddit threads about your institution can help you understand brand sentiment and manage reputation, while incorporating this platform into your paid media plan may prove to be an effective strategy for reaching and engaging parents. 
Since parents still rely heavily on institutional websites, bridging social media to the website experience is key to an effective social media strategy. Ensure all social media posts link to relevant, parent-friendly landing pages. Use tracking tools to measure conversion from social media to inquiries or applications. And include social media content such as embedded videos and news feeds on your website.
Which social media channels did you utilize to gather 
information about colleges during your search process?
SOCIAL MEDIA FOR  
COLLEGE SEARCH
70
%
of parents spend the 
most amount of time on 
Facebook or Instagram
0
%
%
10
20
%
30
%
40
%
%
50
Snapchat
Twitch
Instagram
Flickr
Facebook
Christian Social
YouTube
TikTok
Tumblr
LinkedIn
X (previously Twitter)
Reddit
Pinterest
Discord
None
Other
School personal 
social network


DEVICE PREFERENCES
The iPhone and laptop continue to battle it out for the device used most regularly by parents. Both are up this year, with 77% of parents using the iPhone, up from 68% last year, and 74% of parents using the laptop, up from 63% last year.
With email still dominating parents’ communication preferences, institutions should ensure their emails are mobile-friendly: responsive templates, singlecolumn layouts, concise copy and scannable text, and call-to-action (CTA) buttons large enough to tap with a finger — namely, their right thumb.
On the flip side, usage of Android devices dropped from 32% last year  to 24% this year and usage of gaming systems, including VR systems such  
iPhones
are still used by  
parents more than  any other device

as Oculus and PlayStation, dropped from 9% last year to 4% this year. With parent engagement  low — and declining — on VR and gaming channels, institutions are likely going to see better returns  across other devices. 
With these insights, segmenting communications by device behavior may improve parent engagement. 
Send quick updates and reminders via mobile-friendly formats such as email and text message.  
And reserve long-form content such as financial aid guides and webinars for laptop-friendly formats.
Which of the following devices do you use regularly?
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	iPhone	Android	Tablet / iPad	Laptop  	Desktop 	Gaming  	Wearable  	Voice  	Other
	computer 	computer	system  	devices (Apple 	Assistant  
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	like Oculus, 	etc.)
PlayStation VR, etc.)
VALUE vs VALUES
In recent years, we’ve asked parents how current events such as climate change, abortion, human rights, immigration, gun control, and social justice would influence them in the college decision process.
70% of parents said a state’s political stance would influence whether they felt 70% comfortable with their child attending school in that state. That number jumped 
of parents said that a state’s to 78% when parents were asked about a college’s political stance. The higher political stance would 
influence of a college’s political stance over a state’s suggests that institutional 	influence whether they felt 
comfortable with their child leadership, culture, and public messaging are seen as more directly tied to the attending school in that state student experience. Importantly, less than half of those parents indicated that neither a state’s political stance nor a college’s political stance would be a deciding factor for them.
Still, institutions face a delicate challenge: being authentic and transparent about their values while maintaining messaging that doesn’t alienate prospective families. This is especially important for public institutions or those recruiting nationally. 
Institutions can clarify their core values thoughtfully by highlighting how those values translate into action, with a focus on empathy and transparency. Videos featuring student and faculty voices are an effective way to tell these stories of student support, campus culture, and career outcomes — and they can be shared in a variety of channels and formats.
Would a state government’s political stance (e.g., DEI, climate change, abortion, human rights, immigration, gun control, social justice, etc.) influence whether you felt comfortable with your child attending a school in that state?
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No, that would not influence me
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About Spark451
Spark451, a Jenzabar company, is a higher education 
enrollment strategy, technology, and marketing firm that 
combines creativity with powerful technology to achieve 
measurable results. With a mission to help colleges and 
students fuel their future, the firm integrates a multitude 
of communication channels and platforms for effective 
enrollment marketing, student search, creative services, 
and digital media. Since 2011, Spark451 has worked with 
over 200 colleges and universities nationwide. 
Spark451.com
connect@spark451.com
516.442.4650
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