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ABSTRACT

This presentation will detail how Concordia University used the latest in Web-based technologies and marketing strategies to enhance its recruitment efforts and improve workflows. This included the launch of an online prospective student portal, Connect2Concordia.ca (www.Connect2Concordia.ca), and the development of back-end tools for Concordia staff to manage the enrollment process.

INTRODUCTION 

Background

Concordia University

Location: Montréal, Québec, Canada

Undergraduate Students: 28,907

Graduate Students: 4,917

Bachelor Programs: 180 (approx.)

Graduate Programs: 70 (approx.)

In March 2003, the Office of Student Recruitment at Concordia University decided to pursue the development of an online student recruitment portal that could manage the relationship and communication between prospects and the university from an initial inquiry to admissions decision to registration. This decision followed the successful deployment of a Web portal for current students, the MyConcordia site, which enables students to engage in administrative activities such as registering, paying tuition, setting-up computer accounts, selecting a locker and viewing transcripts. Overall our mission in the Office of Student Recruitment is to build a mutually beneficial relationship with prospective students, and those who influence them, to fulfill our University’s enrollment goals. The institution as a whole has built strategies founded on innovation, concern for the individual and offering the best possible scholarship, research and training for the real world.

In order for us to meet the needs of prospective students and show concern for each individual and meet the enrollment needs of the institution itself, the Office of Student Recruitment wanted to ensure its processes and activities were proactive and highly coordinated. Implementing an online prospective student portal would give us the ability to monitor market behavior, strategize communications, allow for predictive modeling, and reach the right students.

Connect2Concordia.ca was developed and launched to meet these goals, and created a prospective student focused environment resulting in more effective recruiting.

IMPLEMENTATION

Redefining Job Functions

Our Enrollment Services has gone through dramatic re-organization and process re-engineering for the past 2.5 years. The addition of ezRecruit software dove-tailed with the vision we were working towards: the addition of portal technology to serve large volumes of students and to help personalize service, while controlling costs. The biggest challenge was changing specific job functions, which had been largely focused on paper processes, and converting them to electronic, web-based processes. We were already moving in that direction.

Selecting a Vendor

In March 2003 a Request for Proposals (RFP) was sent out requesting submissions from organizations specializing in web-based recruitment systems. We had been working with enrollment management consultants for 1.5 years prior to purchasing our current system and had done benchmarking with North American universities on what the most successful recruitment strategies would be for us. We concluded that we had to change from strategies that focused on blanketing markets with information in the hopes of securing applications without having the technology to properly assess success within each market, to more focused strategies that identified students most likely to be interested and to succeed at Concordia. 

We also realized that we had to develop strategies to be able to build relationships with students over time as opposed to relying on a series of mutually exclusive opportunities to meet interested students. We were seeking a prospective student recruitment portal that would achieve the following:

· manage the relationship and communication between the student and the university, from initial inquiry (regardless of medium — web, e-mail, in person, mail, or phone) to admissions decision, to registration

· host an inquiry management system

· host a content management system

· provide a database that would produce regular reports on prospective students by category 

· manage (automated) personalized communications flow 

· seamlessly integrate with the Student Information System (SIS)

· allow prospective students to build their own admissions file and apply easily online, track their application process

· link prospects to relevant information and department contacts to ease their transition into Concordia 

The deadline for submissions was set for April 22, 2003 at which time a small group of stakeholders at Concordia examined the proposals to make a selection.

The Office of Student Recruitment had set a target date for launch of this web-based system for the 2004-05 recruitment season. Interviews with organizations specializing in Web-based recruitment systems took place and in May 2003, EDge Interactive, based in Toronto, was selected for their ezRecruit prospect management system.
Implementing and Launching ezRecruit 

The implementation process consisted of several stages: Design Document, Development Site, Set-up and Configuration, Training, Acceptance Testing and Sign-off, Launch and Review. The development was facilitated through a Web site, known as the Development Site. This was a password-protected site on EDge servers that contained documents, meeting minutes, design samples, user manual, contact information and a working version of Connect2Concordia.ca as it was being developed. The development site included a tightly managed schedule which dynamically updated status of critical tasks and milestones. This allowed both teams to communicate and monitor the progress of the project.   
Both parties assigned personnel to work on the project which included:

Executive Project Champion (Concordia)

Project Manager (Concordia)

IT Project Manager (Concordia)

Content Project Manager (Concordia)

Executive Project Champion (EDge)

Senior Project Manager (EDge)

Lead Programmer/Developer (EDge)

Lead Interface Designer (EDge)

Document Editor and Trainer (EDge)

On January 26, 2004 Connect2Concordia.ca was launched on our Linux Web server, using an Oracle( database. The project was completed entirely on the development site on EDge servers. Back-end tools were used to populate databases and insert content such as FAQs, by both EDge and Concordia staff. Once the system was signed off and ready for deployment, the development version of Connect2Concordia.ca was migrated with the data to our servers. 

Setting Project Goals and Milestones

When we acknowledged the need to transform our enrollment management functions, project goals were identified. These goals essentially became the outline for the RFP to develop a system that delivered an effective operational admissions process. The original Consultation Report on the Re-Design of the Undergraduate Admissions Process prepared by the Executive Director of the Enrollment Management Transformation Project Team discussed broader requirements relating to the organizational framework and operational issues in admissions. An overall theme emerged which confirmed the need to create a system that would facilitate the automation of processes to increase and enhance the effectiveness of the newly created enrollment management team. 

At the core of this system, we wanted to ensure the following:

· that institutional, faculty and students’ needs were met

· increased yield ratios

· make sure admission decisions were made and communicated faster to students

· that basic design principles were applied to the admissions process to avoiding the re-working of activities and eliminating errors

· that the management of these activities would be proactive and highly co-ordinated and linked to admission goals

· that appropriate resources were available and effectively deployed to support admission activities

· to have a system that accurately and efficiently collected and analyzed data that would inform and aid management in decision-making

Once we had selected the vendor to develop a Web-based enrollment management solution, these goals were communicated and translated into system components that would support the goals originally presented by the University. A project schedule was produced that highlighted specific milestones within the development. These included:

· a comprehensive on-site needs assessment

· the integration of student and school records within the existing student information system (SIS)

· developing student segmenting features and targeted communication

· confirming database integration

· deployment of the system on the front-end and back-end

· post-deployment assessment
BEST PRACTICES
EDge led the Concordia team through several on-site needs assessments. In an effort to best understand our school’s existing systems and processes, and to avoid redundancies in future systems and processes, everyone whose job impacted the enrollment process was invited to attend the needs assessment. Representatives from the following departments participated: Welcome Center, Office of Student Recruitment, Housing, Financial Aid, Office of the Registrar, Marketing and Communications, Instruction and Information Technology Services, Call Center, and  the four Faculties. 

The following are best practices that were used to guide the discussions and to customize the various features within the ezRecruit system for Concordia.

Personalize 

Connect2Concordia.ca is designed to make the prospective student’s experience with the portal as personalized as possible. Based primarily on information collected in the sign-in form, the system pushes information specific to a prospect’s background and interests. This makes the system easier to use and provides a high level of customer service that is likely to influence the prospect’s decision to apply.

Via sign-in, students have access to the following personalized Connect2Concordia.ca features:

· Prospect greeted by name

· Personalized content (text) 

· Username and password retrieval 

· Online admissions application with personal details pre-populated in fields

· Automated FAQ’s

· Campus tour registration with personal details pre-populated in fields

· Package request with personal details pre-populated in fields

· E-mail account 

· Mailbox (full history of correspondence within Connect2Concordia.ca)

Timely and Relevant

As the higher education landscape becomes more and more competitive, technologies develop that make prospective students more discerning than ever. Data shows that over 95% of students use e-mail and the Internet as a primary method of contact.  This being the case, it is critical that we give prospects the information they are looking for, as quickly as possible. This is achieved through the following system features:

· Prospective students’ button: We included a button on our home page for prospective students to bring them to the portal. For brand consistency, the portal has the same look and feel as our Web site.

· Automated e-mail responses: Ensure that prospects will receive an immediate response to every question or action. For example, if a prospect requests a package, the system will thank them for that request immediately, and will let them know when they can expect to receive the package in the mail.

· Refresh pages: This pertains to the sign-in. When a prospect indicates they are from the United States, for example, the screen will refresh to load in a drop down of States (vs. Provinces). In this way, the user is only required to see fields that are applicable to them.

· Automated FAQ’s: Give prospects immediate, on-screen responses to their questions. 
· Content based on segments: The system is designed to push content relevant to a prospect’s background and interests. For example, international prospects will see different admissions information than a domestic prospect. 

· On-line Campus Tour registration: As prospects expect immediate service, they should not be required to call or send an e-mail to register for an event. This section of the site allows them to register for, re-schedule or cancel Campus Tours.

· Public information: General Information related to Programs, Admissions, Financial Aid, and Accommodation are available to prospective students without requiring sign-in (a prospect may need to know if we offer a specific program, for example, before they consider making an inquiry). 

· Dropdowns: This limits the amount of typing required by a prospective student. It also ensures a clean database on the back-end.

· Pre-populated fields: Fields are pre-populated as often as possible, so prospects have to enter their personal information only once. 

· Smart navigation: At Connect2Concordia.ca, main sections, such as events, program information, financial aid, accommodation, etc., are clearly displayed and are part of the standard navigation on every page. Sections that require sign-in are grouped together and marked with a small lock. 

Building Relationships Using E-mail, Mail and Telephone  

The Connect2Concordia.ca prospective student portal supports the idea that regular, consistent, and targeted communication with prospects builds relationships and ultimately, encourages enrollments.  The system promotes communication via e-mail, letter, or phone call.

· Targeted communication: This tool allows us to create targeted communication campaigns to send to prospects. After creating a specific group, using filters based on characteristics of the prospect (i.e. program interest, prospect type, location), a campaign can be deployed.  

Our targeted communications campaigns have been used mainly to announce

visits of our counselors and recruiters in different parts of the world.

For example, the Faculty of Engineering and Computer Science visited Jordan,

the United Arab Emirates, Kuwait and Qatar earlier this year. Approximately

one month before their visit, they were able to e-mail all prospective students, interested in Engineering in those countries and tell them of the impending visit.  This entire e-mail process may have taken a total of 30 minutes to complete. 

Track Inquiries 

The Conncect2Concordia.ca portal is designed to track communication with prospective students by creating a student record for each. Prospects create the record for themselves via the portal, or a Concordia staff member creates the record for the prospect when they receive a phone call, fax, walk-in, reply card, etc. The report section of the system draws upon these records to determine overall numbers and patterns as they relate to recruitment efforts.

The following features / efforts support inquiry tracking:

· One point of entry: We strive to funnel as many prospective students to the portal as possible. This process began, initially, by reviewing the Concordia website and redirecting links to the portal. Inquiries from outside sources such as school directories (SchoolFinder.com, Petersons) are directed to the portal as well.

· Prospect record lookup / Creation: This section allows us to create or view prospective student records. In order to view a prospective student record, staff use a look-up feature. The look-up fields include: ezRecruit ID, First Name, Last Name, Date of Birth, E-mail, Country of Residence and Province/State. If the student is not found, and a staff member wants to add a student, the Add New Student feature is used. 

· How did you hear about us: This question is asked (via dropdown) of every prospect that signs into our system. We can easily add to this dropdown of choices to keep it up to date with our marketing and recruitment efforts.

· Communication history: Staff can view the communication history with each student. This includes incoming messages from the prospective student portal and outgoing e-mail and letters, the questions they asked, the answers they received, call notes, and campus tours attended.

· School / Institution Records: This section allows staff to create or view a school record. Each record contains address information, school visit details (type of visit and visit records), notes and multiple contacts at the school. Each contact record includes name, title, e-mail address, etc. Each school record also contains a list of prospective students in the Connect2Concordia.ca.database who are associated with the school. School records can be imported and exported.   

Integration

We have integrated the online application with Connect2Concordia. This has allowed us to make it that much easier to convert an inquiry to an applicant. We have also integrated the school records.

· Reporting: The Reports section in the Administrator Site allows Concordia staff to view trends and statistics based on the profile of the prospective students who registered through the portal. This includes reports on geographical distribution, ad hoc reports, measuring free-type e-mails, FAQ usage, and campus tour registration and participation. 
Make the System Easy to Manage

We wanted a system that was easy to manage and did not require us to call our IT department every time we required a Web page changed, a query run or an e-mail campaign sent out.

· Content management: Staff can manage the content on Connect2Concordia.ca without the need for technical skills. Using the system’s content management tools in the Data section of the Administrator site, it is easy to add, edit, hide or delete pages. This includes tiles and content categorized by the left bar navigation including About Concordia, Accommodations, Admissions, Arrange a Visit, Events, Financial Aid and Student Life. 

· Templates: Templates are used to create the e-mails and letters that are attached to package requests, inquiries to answer, and targeted e-mail and letter campaigns. They may be used to manage individual prospect records or multiple prospect records all at once.

· Combined databases: The system combines all of our prospective student databases into one. This streamlines all processes and avoids duplication of efforts. 

Improved Workflows and Response Times

As an urban university with two main campuses communication is difficult. Bringing everyone ‘together’ with a centralized system allows us to streamline our workflows. The automated features within Connect2Concordia have allowed us to increase our response times. 

· Alerts: This section of the system prompts us with a list of follow-up categorized by activity: inquiries to answer, reminders, package requests, phone calls to make and campus tour requests. 

· Automated campus tour registration: Staff can create an event registration form through an event management tool in the Admin Site. Reports on registration and participation are also available. This makes post-event follow up easy.

· Automated application process: Our system includes a session-based secure application. This application has essentially revolutionized our administrative processes of receiving and processing applications. When the registered prospective student is ready to apply they simply click on the application link and it opens with pre-populated information from the student’s profile. They can complete the application over multiple sessions. 

· Package Requests/Inventory Management: The Inventory section in the Administrator Center allows us to record publications and other material that is sent to prospects, high schools and other recruiting points. We can provide start quantities and ordering lead times. The system keeps track of the quantities used (each mailing action will decrease the quantity accordingly) and send automated e-mail alerts to staff for re-ordering.

· Automated FAQ’s: In order to reduce demands on staff answering e-mail inquiries, prospects have access to automated FAQ’s, a frequently asked questions system. This is maintained by staff in the Admin Site and takes the form of a drill down category tree. Within the automated FAQ’s section, prospects will see the answer to their question, recorded in both their personal and Connect2Concordia.ca mailboxes.

THE RESULTS

Cost Savings

Most significantly, the cost savings of being able to move from a paper driven application process, with much manual coding and intervention, to a web-based application process that requires far less intervention and reduces errors in the accuracy of the data allowed for considerable financial gain. We predict we will recoup our investment within four years after launch.

Tracking Prospects

Connect2Concordia.ca has numerous features that make it both easy for the student to gather information and for the staff in the offices of recruitment and enrollment management to monitor, track and communicate with them. The unique feature that encompasses ezRecruit’s deployment on our systems is the full integration of the session-based application within the student information system (SIS).

Connect2Concordia.ca has already shown remarkable success in addition to the number of students who have applied. Since launch 14,314 students have registered on the site which gives us a complete profile of the student, enabling recruiters to target the right students and start building a relationship with them. As a result of the automated FAQ system, preliminary information indicates a drop of about 15% in e-mail inquiries, giving us more time to focus on critical tasks. What has really changed with the introduction of Connect2Concordia.ca is our ability to respond easily and quickly compared to previous cycles.

Increased Student Interest

Connect2Concordia.ca was designed to meet the needs of prospective students in a medium they respond to. The Internet is now the first point of contact for prospects researching post-secondary opportunities. By positioning relevant information on Connect2Concordia.ca that is accessible and easy to navigate, we have seen an increase in prospects interacting with this information and showing interest in our institution. The quality of these prospects has also changed. They are seeking more detailed information pertaining to the admissions process and are more likely to proceed to the application stage. 

Improved Workflows

The prospective student portal brings everything together. It coordinates all of our enrollment activities: inquiries, alerts, targeted e-mail and mail communication, campus events, call center, school visits and liaison scheduling, Web site content management, inventory and package requests, user access, database management, and reporting. These system features have helped recruit students and improve workflows on both the front-end (student portal) and the back-end (administrative tools). 

NEXT STEPS

To fully integrate with the SIS in order to streamline the application process, reporting and targeted communications with prospective students (i.e. status, personalized student portal). To integrate Connect2Concordia prospective students into Concordia’s My Concordia portal once accepted and registered which will provide more robust reporting and post-application recruiting.
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