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The future  
of feedback: 
How student experience 
can lift your competitive 
advantage



As the overall cost of higher education continues to increase, 
and alternatives to the once-traditional four-year education 
emerge, students continue to expect more from their educational 
experience—and it’s up to institutions to deliver. In today’s 
environment, an exceptional student experience is no longer a 

“nice to have,” but a “must have,” to attract and retain students.

Higher education—like virtually every industry—faced 
unprecedented upheaval in the spring of 2020 with the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and since then it’s become more 
important than ever for schools to quickly learn about and 
address the changing needs of students and families.  
To maintain their relevance and competitive advantage,  
schools must systematically listen to the people they serve 
and deliver an experience that will set them apart.

There’s no question: Student experience matters to students. 
In fact, according to new research from SurveyMonkey, 30% 
of students say they applied to a given school because they 
believed the school cares about its students. But less than 
50% think their school cares about them “very much.”

0M�[OLYL»Z�VUL�ÄUKPUN�[OH[�\UP]LYZP[PLZ�ZOV\SK�OLLK��P[»Z�[OPZ!�
Nearly 30% of students say that knowing what they know 
today about their college or university, they would either 
choose another school or opt not to go to school at all.

How can higher education improve on these numbers? The key 
is to focus on gathering student feedback to determine how well 
you are delivering on your promise to students and to uncover 
what changes you might need to make to have a positive impact.

Nearly 30% of students say 
they would either choose another 
school or opt not to go at all.

30%
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(�N\PKL�[V�I\PSKPUN�LɈLJ[P]L�
Z[\KLU[�L_WLYPLUJL�Z\Y]L`Z
Knowing how vital the campus-goers’ experience is, many 
colleges might wonder how they measure up, realizing that 
the opinions and feedback of many stakeholders can shape 
[OL�WLYJLW[PVU�VM�^OH[�RPUK�VM�H�Z[\KLU[�L_WLYPLUJL�[OL`�VɈLY��
;OL�ÄYZ[�Z[LW�[V�SLHYUPUN�TVYL�HIV\[�OV^�Z[\KLU[Z�MLLS�PZ�
asking the right questions to get candid, actionable insights.

Here are 7 considerations from Erin Pinkus, Senior Research 
Scientist at SurveyMonkey, for designing and conducting a 
survey that will help you move the needle on understanding 
and improving your student experience.
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Create a plan  
that incorporates  
existing research

Start with both the beginning and the end in mind—in other 
words, decide what you want to measure and then ultimately 
what stakeholders will do with the results. Next, determine 
what information you already have and the gaps you need to 
ÄSS��-VY�L_HTWSL��PZ�[OL�Z\Y]L`�PU[LUKLK�[V�ÄUK�ZVS\[PVUZ�[V�
HU�PKLU[PÄLK�WYVISLT�VY�PZ�P[�[V�KL[LYTPUL�^OH[�[OL�WYVISLT�
might be? Are you trying to track changes over time, or are 
you looking to understand something new?

“Do an audit of what you already know, which will help 
inform the direction of your survey,” Pinkus suggests. “You’ll 
want to balance whether you’re most interested in tracking 
OV^�VWPUPVU�JOHUNLZ�V]LY�[PTL�VU�H�ZWLJPÄJ�[VWPJ�VY�PZZ\L��
HNHPUZ[�[OL�WVZZPISL�ILULÄ[�VM�HZRPUN�UL^�X\LZ[PVUZ�[V�
understand a timely topic.”

You’ll also want to be judicious when deciding which 
questions to keep or let go. “Each question takes up valuable 
real estate on the screen, so it has to earn its spot, particularly 
as we know people are increasingly taking surveys on mobile 
devices,” she says.

 1  
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Work with an 
expert to ensure a 
^LSS�KLZPNULK�Z\Y]L`

If you really think through the many steps of creating and 
analyzing a survey, you may start to wonder whether you are 
actually going to be able to conduct it yourself. “How realistic 
is it that I am going to have the time to write, program, and 
launch the survey, analyze the data; and then have time to 
share insights and next steps with my stakeholders?” Pinkus 
asks. She recommends consulting the tools SurveyMonkey 
OHZ�JYLH[LK�[V�OLSW�THRL�L]LY`VUL�MLLS�JVUÄKLU[�PU�[OLPY�
survey-writing ability and streamline the questionnaire 
design process, such as starting with templates developed 
by experts or running the programmed survey through 
SurveyMonkey Genius for suggested improvements.

But when it comes to developing the questions, sometimes 
the person writing the survey is not the person who is an 
expert in what stakeholders are hoping to measure. That’s 
why you might consider making the survey design phase a 
JYVZZ�M\UJ[PVUHS�LɈVY[��W\SSPUN�PU�KPɈLYLU[�WLVWSL�^OV�OH]L�H�
stake in the results, such as an expert on the topic at hand.

 2  

5



Nearly 20% of students say they 
are more likely to take a survey 
from their school if it comes from 
someone they trust.

Foster trust in  
[OL�Z\Y]L`

Consumers today are bombarded with surveys, making it 
easy to ignore them entirely. “If you were to get an email 
[OH[�ZH`Z��º/LSSV��BÄYZ[�UHTLD�»�`V\»K�PTTLKPH[LS`�YLHSPaL�[OL�
organization didn’t take the time to tailor the invitation to 
LHJO�PUKP]PK\HS��[O\Z�NP]PUN�H�ULNH[P]L�ÄYZ[�PTWYLZZPVU�¹�ZH`Z�
Pinkus, who recommends clear customization.

You also want to pay attention to who actually sends the 
survey. We know from SurveyMonkey’s research that nearly 
20% of students say they are more likely to take a survey 
MYVT�[OLPY�ZJOVVS�PM�P[�JVTLZ�MYVT�ZVTLVUL�[OL`�[Y\Z[��-VY�
example, if “Jane@company.com” sends an email surveying 
students at UCLA, you can imagine why students would be 
less likely to respond than if the invitation came from the 
dean of their department or their instructor—someone they 
likely trust—asking them to complete a survey to help inform 
WYVNYHTTPUN�MVY�[OL�M\[\YL��¸0[»Z�HSS�HIV\[�[OL�ÄYZ[�PTWYLZZPVU�¹�
Pinkus says.

 3  

20%
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Make it compelling
“We like to refer to surveys as conversations that scale, so you 
want to keep the survey conversational,” Pinkus says.

Here are a few other best practices that can  
improve participation:

Optimize for mobile 
Many people will take your survey on a 
hand-held device, so make it easy to click  
and scroll.

Keep it short 
-YVT�:\Y]L`4VURL`»Z�Z[\KLU[�WVSS��[OL`�MV\UK�
that two key factors that would boost likelihood 
to answer a survey were its length and knowing 

upfront how long the survey would take to 
complete (42% and 37%, respectively). Pinkus 
says keeping most surveys as short as possible 
is key. While there is no “sweet spot” number 
of questions to ask, think of the end user when 
deciding how many to ask. If the survey takes 
too long to complete or is too complex, people 
will drop out.

Start easy 
“Make life easy for those taking your surveys. 
.L[�[V�[OL�WVPU[�X\PJRS`�HUK�[OLU�Z[HY[�VɈ�^P[O�
a very easy question, such as a yes/no or 
multiple-choice question,” Pinkus recommends. 
Open-ended questions or long-winded 
PU[YVK\J[PVUZ�JHU�IL�YLHSS`�VɈ�W\[[PUN�HUK�
cause dropout rates to spike—avoid this as 
much as possible.
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;LZ[�[OL�Z\Y]L`

:VTL[PTLZ�P[»Z�UV[�\U[PS�`V\�[HRL�[OL�ÄUPZOLK�Z\Y]L`�`V\YZLSM�
that you might uncover an issue—perhaps you forgot to ask 
the survey taker to indicate major or graduation year, if that’s 
pertinent. If it’s a survey with multiple paths because you’ve 
employed survey logic to customize the experience for each 
respondent (great job!)—test-drive each path. “Tap into 
stakeholders or others with a vested interest in the outcome, 
because they’ll have useful input and be more likely to catch 
any issues or gaps in the survey,” Pinkus advises.

Keep an eye on  
[OL�Z\Y]L`�^OPSL� 
it’s running

As survey responses start rolling in, Pinkus recommends 
watching for patterns, a step she calls a “survey health check.” 
-VY�L_HTWSL��HZ�`V\�SVVR�[OYV\NO�[OL�ÄYZ[����VY�ZV�YLZWVUZLZ��
you might notice that many respondents stop after question 5.  
;OH[»Z�`V\Y�J\L�[V�YL]PZP[�P[�^P[O�H�KPɈLYLU[�L`L�[V�ÄUK�[OL�
problem—if the sticky question was marked as “required,” 
you may want to consider marking it as “not required” to 
increase participation.

 5   6  
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+L]LSVW�HU�HJ[PVUHISL�
plan for using the 
feedback you collect 
and close the loop

Determine the most important pieces of information, and use 
that to build a communication plan for various audiences. 
And, Pinkus says, you don’t even necessarily have to create a 
THZZP]L�YLWVY[��¸-PUKPUNZ�MYVT�`V\Y�KH[H�JHU�SP]L�HU`^OLYL�¹�
she says. Add a note to your website that says 90% of 
students requested more art history and that’s why you’ve 
added a course, for example. This helps to foster trust with 
students because, as we know, the top cited way to get 
students to take surveys is to let them know how the data 
will be used. You can also report out the results to all survey 
takers—the level of prominence is up to you. You can use and 
display results in so many ways, from a dedicated page on 
your website to a few snippets on social media.

The key is to know what you plan to do with the information 
`V\�JVSSLJ[�HUK�[OLU�ZOHYL�`V\Y�ÄUKPUNZ�

But there’s another reason to share results, Pinkus notes. 
Students may be less likely to take future surveys from the 
same source if they don’t believe their input is being used, 
valued, or creating change.

 7  
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Three ways to 
LSL]H[L�Z[\KLU[�
experience
Here are 3 key ways schools can respond to the 
needs of students.
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35% of today’s students still 
say they are�UV[�KL]LSVWPUN 
the skills they’ll need 
post-graduation.

7YV]PKL�LK\JH[PVUHS�
VɈLYPUNZ�[OH[�KL]LSVW�
skills needed for 
tomorrow’s workplace

A college degree has often been considered a requirement 
for developing and advancing your career. However, 
:\Y]L`4VURL`»Z�WVSS�ÄUKZ�[OH[�L]LU�HM[LY�MV\Y�VY�TVYL�`LHYZ�
of time and money spent on education, 35% of today’s (2020) 
students still say they are not developing the skills they’ll need 
post-graduation.

:JOVVSZ�JHU�ÄSS�[OPZ�NHW�PU�H�U\TILY�VM�^H`Z��PUJS\KPUN�
KL]LSVWPUN�H�YVI\Z[��PUK\Z[Y`�ZWLJPÄJ�PU[LYUZOPW�VY�JV�VW�
program and highlighting research opportunities and other 
hands-on learning programs that can elevate a student’s 
resume. Regular communication with industry leaders can 
LUZ\YL�[OH[�\UP]LYZP[PLZ�VɈLY�PUUV]H[P]L�HUK�WYHJ[PJHS�JV\YZLZ��
programs, and experiences that develop the critical skills 
necessary come time for graduation.

 1  

35%
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Prioritize faculty and 
Z[HɈ�^OV�KLSP]LY�[OL�
institutional promise  

More than 80% of students surveyed say that having 
top-ranking faculty teaching at a college or university campus 
adds to their overall student experience, indicating the 
importance of focusing on attracting and retaining highly 
ranked faculty.

Higher education administration and leadership must deliver 
a positive experience that will keep faculty there, and the only 
way to ensure administration is meeting expectations of the 
faculty is to ask—and then provide meaningful changes based 
VU�[OLPY�YLZWVUZLZ��>OPSL�:\Y]L`4VURL`�ÄUKZ�[OH[�ULHYS`�
OHSM�VM�M\SS�[PTL�MHJ\S[`�HUK�Z[HɈ�HNYLL�[OL`�HYL�Z\Y]L`LK�
frequently, less than a quarter of them say their feedback 
is regularly turned into meaningful action. On top of this, 
an additional 20% say their feedback is never taken into 
consideration or were unsure whether it was.

 2  

More than 80% of students 
surveyed say that having 
top-ranking faculty teaching at a 
college or university campus adds 
to their overall student experience.

80%
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*YLH[L�HU�V]LYHSS�
sense of community 
I`�ÄUKPUN�V\[�^OH[�
students want, then 
act on it

Community helps foster a sense of belonging for students 
^OLU�[OL`�Z[LW�VU[V�JHTW\Z��:\Y]L`4VURL`»Z�WVSS�ÄUKZ�[OH[�
nearly three-quarters of students say they feel their campus 
is a connected community (which is great!). Unfortunately, 
less than 40% say their school takes action based on the 
needs and wants of students most of or almost all the time, 
illuminating a miscommunication between students and their 
school. Though students feel their campus is well-connected, 
there’s still more schools can do to turn feedback into action 
on the ground level. That presents a university’s greatest 
challenge—and opportunity—as they seek to meet the needs 
of their various audiences.

 3  Unfortunately, less than 40% 
say their school takes action 
based on the needs and 
wants of students most of or 
almost all the time.

40%
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How often  
[V�Z\Y]L`&
Now that we’ve covered best practices for creating surveys, 
you may be wondering how often is too often. Here’s some 
advice from Pinkus.

       Current students
Of course today’s students are your top target, and it’s 
PTWVY[HU[�[V�RLLW�[OLT�LUNHNLK�HUK�ZH[PZÄLK��-PYZ[�HUK�
foremost, you want them to graduate and eventually become 
active alumni. The good news is that students are an easy 
group to target, Pinkus points out. “They either live on 
campus, commute in, or are interacting with classmates and 
instructors in an online learning environment, so they are 
engaged regularly.” She recommends surveying them about 
their experience every quarter or semester. SurveyMonkey 
research found that more than half of faculty surveyed their 
students on that timetable, most likely through course 
evaluation surveys.

       Alumni
This is another important group, because they have fully-formed 
opinions of the school and can serve as ambassadors for 
prospective students. In general, though, you’ll want to survey 
them less frequently Pinkus says, perhaps once a year. “While 
many alumni may have pride in and care for their school, they 
might have lost touch or not maintained a strong connection,” 
she points out.

0M�[OL�NVHS�PZ�[V�NL[�[OLT�[V�IL�TVYL�LUNHNLK��ÄUK�V\[�^OH[�
alumni events or groups they’re currently involved with, if any, 
and which additional options resonate. If you’d like to encourage 
donations, ask them what types of programs they’d be most 
inclined to support. You could also use the survey to determine 
if they are interested in joining a database of professionals 
available for informational interviews or other projects.
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/V^�)LYT\KH�*VSSLNL�\ZLZ�Z\Y]L`Z�
[V�PTWYV]L�Z[\KLU[�L_WLYPLUJL
While Cordell Riley, Institutional Research and Planning 
Coordinator at Bermuda College, conducts multiple surveys 
each year through SurveyMonkey, one of his most successful 
projects has been a set of two surveys to assess campus-goers’ 
L_WLYPLUJL·VUL�[OH[�Z[\KLU[Z�JVTWSL[L�^OLU�[OL`�ÄYZ[�JVTL�
to campus, at Career and Counselling Services, and another 
that they complete when they graduate from their program.

When Riley started at Bermuda College in 2014, he was 
asked to update these incoming and outgoing student 
surveys. That’s when he saw an opportunity to enhance the 
information they collected from students. By asking similar 
questions at both points in time, Riley could analyze each 
student’s experience during their time at the college.

-VY�L_HTWSL��K\YPUN�Z\Y]L`�HUHS`ZPZ��[OL`�UV[PJLK�[OH[�
one graduating class had a markedly lower percentage of 
students traveling overseas. Curious, they compared this 
data with the information students had supplied in their intake 
survey and realized that this particular group had been more 
interested in professional development and internships from 
the beginning.

“All of a sudden, it made sense that fewer were going away, 
because it jelled with what they said they were interested in 
when they arrived,” Riley says. “We realized there wasn’t a 
WYVISLT�HM[LY�HSS·[OL`�TLYLS`�OHK�KPɈLYLU[�NVHSZ�¹

CASE STUDY  

15



Survey responses have led to real changes at the college. 
-VY�L_HTWSL��HS[OV\NO�HKTPUPZ[YH[VYZ�RUL^�[OL�MHJPSP[PLZ�
could use a face-lift, they didn’t tackle the problem until they 
collected feedback from students and uncovered ongoing 
negative comments about the dated classrooms. “Having 
the complaint voiced by the students was impactful,” he 
says, adding that they have since focused capital money on 
upgrading the classrooms, with a long-term plan in place.

Running student-experience surveys also uncovered 
JVUM\ZPVU�HYV\UK�^OLU�JLY[HPU�JV\YZLZ�^LYL�VɈLYLK��¸(Z�H�
ZTHSS�JVTT\UP[`�JVSSLNL��^L�JHU»[�VɈLY�HSS�JV\YZLZ�L]LY`�[LYT��
but we knew students just needed more information. We’ve 
revamped our catalog to show when those courses are going 
[V�IL�VɈLYLK�ZV�Z[\KLU[Z�JHU�WSHU�HOLHK�¹�9PSL`�ZH`Z�

-VY�9PSL`�HUK�MVY�)LYT\KH�*VSSLNL�HZ�H�^OVSL��Z\Y]L`PUN�
Z[\KLU[Z��Z[HɈ��HUK�MHJ\S[`�[OYV\NOV\[�[OLPY�[PTL�H[�[OL�JVSSLNL�
makes it easier than ever to keep a pulse on campus-goers’ 
experience and identify areas for impactful and positive change.

“Having the complaint ]VPJLK�I`�
the students was impactful.” 
Cordell Riley 
Institutional Research and Planning Coordinator 
at Bermuda College 16



Bring the  
WV^LY�VM�Z\Y]L`�
data to your 
campus today
Creating a positive student experience is too important to 
SLH]L�[V�JOHUJL��HUK�[OL�TVYL�`V\�JHU�ÄUK�V\[�HIV\[�^OH[�
your students truly want, the better you can pivot to meet 
their needs. With the tips, tricks, and research you now hold 
in your back pocket, you’re ready to take a new approach 
to designing, implementing, launching, and analyzing 
campus-experience surveys that will lift your competitive 
advantage. We can’t wait to see how you connect and engage 
^P[O�`V\Y�Z[\KLU[Z��Z[HɈ��MHJ\S[ �̀�HUK�HS\TUP�
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SurveyMonkey’s LU[LYWYPZL�JSHZZ�Z\Y]L`�WSH[MVYT gives higher-ed 
institutions an easy way to collect reliable feedback across multiple 
touchpoints, KPZJV]LY�TLHUPUNM\S�PUZPNO[Z, and make that data 
accessible to the right teams, all within the systems they are already 
using. By understanding the opinions and perspectives of students, 
MHJ\S[`�HUK�Z[HɈ��WLVWSL�[OH[�HYL�JY\JPHS�[V�[OLPY�Z\JJLZZ��PUZ[P[\[PVUZ�
can make better, more informed decisions.

LEARN MORE



Custom Content. Targeted Results.

Industry Dive’s Brand Studio collaborates with clients to 
create impactful and insightful custom content. Our clients 
benefit from aligning with the highly-regarded editorial voice 
of our industry expert writers coupled with the credibility 
our editorial brands deliver. When we connect your brand to 
our sophisticated and engaged audience while associating 
them with the leading trends and respected editorial 
experts, we get results.
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