
How High School Students are Consuming 
Postsecondary Marketing Materials 

weareglacier.org   |   academica.ca

 2021 Gen Z Media Report 
THE STATE OF POSTSECONDARY 
ADVERTISING TO HIGH SCHOOL 
STUDENTS IN 2021



Marketing initiatives play a critical part of high school students’ decisions 
around higher education. That’s why Academica and Glacier collaborated 
on an online survey to explore high school students’ usage of marketing 
and branding resources for postsecondary institutions. This report covers 
the results of the third annual Gen Z Media Survey and outlines what we 
discovered from talking to over 1,400 high school students across Canada. 
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Higher Ed Plans

We surveyed high school students who 
were considering or planning to attend 
postsecondary education in the next two 
years. Most of the high school students 
surveyed expressed interest in attending 
university (80%) or college (21%). One-
tenth of students were uncertain about 
the type of institution(s) they would like 
to attend in the future.

84% said that they had already begun thinking about what 
institutions they wanted to apply to. The most important 
considerations for this early exploration are the quality of education, 
cost, location, and student life on campus. Aspects like study 
abroad options and transfer opportunities were a lower priority. 

84% 
of respondents had already begun 

thinking about what institutions they 
wanted to apply to.

Institution Type(s) of Interest

What is most important to you as you look at colleges, 
polytechnics, or universities?

80%

21%

1%

3%

0%

9%

University

College

Polytechnic institution

Trades institution

Other

Not sure yet
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Higher Ed Plans

We know that as high school students move 
through the applicant funnel and narrow down 
their decision, the importance of factors like 
institutional and program reputation become 
increasingly important (Academica University/
College Applicant Study 2020 (UCAS 2020)).

Uncertainty – likely fueled by the COVID-19 pandemic – 
around the future, concerns about students’ abilities to get the 
necessary grades, and issues with the cost of application were 
commonly mentioned barriers to pursuing higher ed. Nearly half 
of those surveyed also cited difficulty with deciding on the right 
postsecondary school to apply to (44%). 

44% 
are having difficulty deciding on 

the right postsecondary schools to 
apply to.

What would you consider to be the greatest difficulties with 
applying to postsecondary education?

2%

2%

29%

44%

48%

51%

58%

None of the above

Other

Learning about postsecondary school(s) that
would be a good fit for me

Deciding on the right postsecondary school(s) to
apply to

Cost of application

Getting the necessary grades

Uncertainty about the future
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Researching Institutions

High school students were very curious about what 
colleges, universities, and polytechnics had to offer. 
When asked about the information they wanted to 
receive about higher education, their responses echoed 
their priorities for higher education. They said that they 
were most interested in receiving information about 
programs, the costs of attending, upcoming dates and 
deadlines, and life on campus.

There were some regional differences in the avenues 
used to learn more about higher ed: Ontario high 
school students tended to be more likely to use other 
education-related websites (48%) and less likely 
to use postsecondary viewbooks (33%) or virtual 
presentations from recruiters (16%); and students 
from British Columbia more commonly reported 
using social media (65%), university/college fairs 
(30%), and virtual presentations from recruiters 
(30%) to learn more. 

To learn more about postsecondary institutions, high school students said that they had already turned to a mix of official and 
unofficial sources of information about their options: Institutional websites, social media and online forums, school rankings such 
as Maclean’s, postsecondary school viewbooks and brochures, and other education-related websites.

University/college fairs and tours typically see much higher uptake by this point in the year (2020 Glacier-Academica Study, 
UCAS 2020 findings), but factors such as provincial lockdowns and internet or technology limitations impacted institutions’ ability 
to hold these events in person or online and students’ capacity to attend. 

Have you used any of the following to learn about 
postsecondary schools?

74%

56%

37%

37%

36%

27%

23%

20%

19%

17%

8%

1%

Postsecondary school websites

Social media/online forums

Looking up rankings (Macleans, etc.)

Postsecondary school viewbooks and
brochures

Other education related websites
(myBlueprint, studycanada.ca)

Digitally visiting campus (Videos, AR
tours, online maps)

Videos/virtual tours

University/college fairs

Attending virtual presentations from
recruiters

Physically visiting campus (Open
houses, tours, unofficial visits)

Other

None of the above
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Researching Institutions

High school students most commonly spoke to family 
members (88%), friends (84%), and teachers (48%) 
about higher education. Students in Atlantic Canada 
were especially likely to say that they spoke to their 
teachers (66%) about higher education. Of these, 
students most commonly said that they trusted their 
family members (59%), friends (37%), and teachers 
most. Students in Atlantic Canada more commonly 
spoke to (66%) and trusted (43%) their teachers. 

Every single surveyed student said that they had an active 
account with at least one social media platform, marking the 
importance of this area of media. High school students said that 
they were most commonly active on image- and video-based 
social media platforms such as Instagram (93% had an active 
account), TikTok (85%), Youtube (83%), or Snapchat (81%). 
Only about one-third said that they had an active account with 
Facebook (30%) or Twitter (39%). 

88% 
spoke to family 

84% 
spoke to friends

Whose Opinions are Trusted the Most 
about Postsecondary 
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Researching Institutions

When asked how frequently they used these 
platforms, students said they were most likely 
to use TikTok (92%), Snapchat (86%), and 
Instagram (85%) on a daily basis. This marks a 
shift from the 2020 study, where the platforms 
most commonly used on a daily basis were 
Instagram (94%), Snapchat (87%), Spotify 
(82%), and TikTok (72%), in that order (2020 
Glacier-Academica Study).

Frequency of Use

One-third of students said that they followed postsecondary institutions on 
social media, a practice that was more common in Atlantic Canada (54%) 
and British Columbia (47%) than in areas such as Alberta (30%).

Has an Active Account

92% 
of students said that they used 
TikTok on at least a daily basis.
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Researching Institutions

One-third of students said that they followed 
postsecondary institutions on social media, 
a practice that was more common in Atlantic 
Canada (54%) and British Columbia (47%) 
than in areas such as Alberta (30%).

When asked about whether they had used social media to ask 
questions or learn more about a postsecondary institution, 
over two-thirds confirmed that they had. The most popular 
sites were Instagram (51%), YouTube (25%), TikTok (19%), 
Twitter (7%), Reddit (7%), and Facebook (7%). Students in 
Atlantic Canada were much more likely to say they had used 
Facebook (25%) than other students in Canada, while TikTok 
was slightly more popular among Ontario students (23%). 
This marked a slight deviation from the platforms that students 
used generally, as text-based platforms (Twitter, Reddit) were 
more commonly selected than the very popular Snapchat. 
This suggests that usage rates alone should not be used to 
guide institutional decision-making process around marketing 
on social media.

Nearly two-thirds of students said that they had seen an ad 
from a postsecondary school on social media this year, while 
45% saw ads or posters for institutions in their high school 
and 42% saw an ad on another website. Students were less 
likely to have encountered an ad through traditional advertising 
locations such as TV (13%), billboards (10%), or radio (8%). 

Have you encountered any of the following from a 
college, polytechnic, or university?

2/3 
Of students said that they had seen 
an ad from a postsecondary school 

on social media this year
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Students Hopes for the Year Ahead

Overall, students are still very excited by the idea of attending 
postsecondary education (70% agree), and many are entering 
higher ed with an idea in mind for the type of career they 
would like to pursue (53% agree). There are opportunities to 
further support students in their explorations, as just over half 

(53%) felt that it was easy to find the information they needed 
to explore a possible postsecondary school and one third 
indicated that they did not know what they wanted to study at 
postsecondary yet (34%). 

High school students said that they would like to receive 
more information from colleges and universities by email 
(68%) or text message (35%). Less than a third requesting 
information through other avenues such as social media 
direct messages (22%), website forms (22%), direct mail 
(18%), or phone calls (11%).

Preference for Receiving Information

Thoughts on Postsecondary 

53% 
of students felt that it 

was easy to find the 

information they needed 

to explore a possible 

postsecondary school  
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Even during a pandemic, Canadian high school students are still excited and 
curious about their future higher education. They are highly engaged on social 
media, particularly TikTok and Instagram, and are using these platforms along with 
websites and rankings to understand the Canadian higher ed landscape. They 
are participating less in tours and presentations from recruiters this year, which is 
largely attributable to the pandemic and shifts in institutional strategies, and the 
pandemic and lack of contact with institutional representatives may be feeding the 
uncertainty around application decisions. 

We encourage institutions to continue to develop communications strategies and 
initiatives to meet students where they are and support them in their journey into 
higher ed in these unusual circumstances.

Conclusion

For the past 3 years, Academica Group and Glacier have 
collaborated on the creation of online surveys about 
social media and higher education plans. This survey was 
programmed and hosted online by Academica Group, and 
students were invited to participate through Glacier’s influencer 
network. The survey was distributed online and was available 
between Apr 30th to May 9th. 1,470 high school students from 
across Canada participated in the survey. In order to participate, 
students were required to currently be attending high school in 
Canada, and to be at least considering attending postsecondary 
education in the near future. The data are weighted by province 
and are otherwise reflective of the students who participated, 
which were primarily women interested in attending university. 

Method
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