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Report Overview

At the request of Negar Mansourian-Hadavi, Director of the Office of Project Management for Student
Success Initiatives, four focus groups (n = 27) were conducted on April 22 and April 24, 2024, to
understand students’ experiences with university and college email communications and ways that it can
be improved. These focus groups were completed with the purpose of informing two student success
initiatives: Optimizing Communications Sent to New Undergraduate Students and Optimizing
Communications Sent to New Graduate and Professional Students. Two focus groups were conducted
with undergraduates (one with undergraduates living in on-campus housing and one with
undergraduates not living in on-campus housing) and two were conducted with graduate and
professional students. Focus groups were recorded and transcribed via Otter.Al. Transcripts were coded
using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Included in this document are the reports created for the
undergraduate student findings and graduate and professional student findings.
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Optimizing Communications Sent to New Undergraduates

Spring 2024 Focus Group Findings
Daniel J. Wilson and Susan P. Farruggia, May 2024

Overview

Four focus groups (n=27) were conducted on April 22 and April 24, 2024, to understand students’
experiences with university and college email communications and ways that it can be improved. Two
focus groups were for undergraduates (one for undergraduates living in on-campus housing and one for
undergraduates not living in on-campus housing) and two were for graduate and professional students.
Focus groups were recorded and transcribed via Otter.Al. A total of 15 students participated in the
undergraduate focus groups. Transcripts were coded using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This
report presents findings from the two undergraduate focus groups.

Students read their email at mixed rates and feel overwhelmed by the number of emails they receive.

Students read their emails at mixed rates. While some indicated that they read every email, others
indicated that they sometimes feel overwhelmed by the number of emails that they receive and will
mark them as read without reading them to clear out their inbox.

e Most students indicated that they are likely to read an email if they recognize the name of the
sender. For example, students shared that they look for emails from their advisors, professors,
classmates, supervisors, and others that they have a personal relationship with. Students also
shared that they open emails if it is from Campus Housing or the Office of the Dean of Students.

e Students indicated that they are likely to act on emails that are asking them for something, such
as their schoolwork, or are beneficial to them, such as receiving a prize or compensation for
completing a survey.

e Students also indicated that they felt like they were being spammed or inundated with emails.
Some students shared that the number of emails they receive leads them to miss critical emails
as they get buried.

o Students indicated that they receive emails that they feel do not apply to them. Some
students indicated that it was frustrating to receive an internship email that does not
apply to them because their school level is too low; another student, however, felt that
was helpful to receive to help plan for the future. Additionally, a biology major
mentioned feeling that it is irrelevant to receive emails about available seats in a biology
course designed for non-biology majors. Next, a business student felt like receiving
theater emails did not pertain to their interests. Finally, one student mentioned that
they receive emails from mechanical engineering even though they are not in that
department.

o Several students mentioned that they receive many scam or phishing emails.

o Some students mentioned that they feel like they receive too many emails about
leadership changes occurring throughout the university. One shared that if they did not
receive these emails, they would check their email more.

o Most students indicated that they receive too many bookstore emails and would like to
see less of them.



Students encounter communication practice issues related to Outlook, responsiveness, clarity,
consistency, accessibility, and enrollment.

e Most students mentioned that they did not like Outlook and that they found it difficult to use.

O

Students indicated that it is difficult to learn about activating their UIC emails on
Outlook. Many students indicated that they had activated their UIC Gmail accounts and
were surprised not to receive any emails in it, only to later learn that they are supposed
to use Outlook. Further, when students created their Outlook, they were not aware that
they also needed Duo Access to log in. They also shared that it is confusing to them that
students who have been at UIC longer are able to use UIC Gmail. Students recommend
discussing Outlook and Duo Access at orientation.
=  Further, one student shared that they often use their personal email address and
miss important emails as their account is full. It should be made clear at
orientation that students need to use their UIC email address to prevent this
issue.
Students mentioned that Outlook’s Focus folder groups the wrong emails and makes
them miss important emails.
While some students indicated that they liked Outlook’s calendar feature, others
mentioned that they did not know how to find and use it.
One student mentioned that they had transferred from UIUC and that their UIC emails
often go to that email, which they no longer have access to. This led them to miss
important emails until it was fixed by Financial Aid.

e Students expressed that they would like staff to be more responsive to their emails. They
discussed that some advisors (including college and success center advisors) as well as Campus
Housing are not always responsive.

e Students shared several issues related to Campus Housing in addition to being unresponsive.
They indicated that:

O

There is a lack of communication for applying to housing, leading students to need to
figure it out on their own. Further, in navigating the Campus Housing website, students
shared several of the links did not function properly.

Emails are vague, particularly around move-in and move-out. One student shared that
they needed to call to figure out when move-in would be, which they felt was
problematic as an out-of-state student. Further, one student shared that
communications about their housing assignment were inconsistent between Campus
Housing and UIC Global. Finally, students shared that move-out dates were inconsistent
for Spring 2024.

e Students indicated that emails from Financial Aid are unclear, along with their website, leading
them to go in-person to their office.

e Students shared issues that they had regarding communications from faculty.

o

One student mentioned that professors ask students to communicate with them in
different ways (e.g., email, discord, blackboard) and that it would be helpful if professors
shared a common way of communication.

Commuter students mentioned that when professors move class to be remote due to
inclement weather, they often send out the announcement just an hour or two prior to
class, which students miss when they are commuting.



Students shared that they sometimes receive inaccessible or broken links. For example, the
Wellness Center sends PDFs through Box, which students are not able to access.

Several students shared that they did not feel like they received enough communications to
prepare them for enrolling.

o Students shared that registration was hard and confusing and that emails on this would
have been helpful. Students also shared that it would have been helpful for advisors to
follow-up with them over email after orientation.

o Students indicated that they received a checklist in the mail prior to their first semester
and without it, they would not have been prepared to enroll. However, one student
shared that they never received it. Students recommend emailing out the checklist as
well.

o Students shared that orientation provided a lot of steps to get enrolled, but there was
not much communication after that. One student felt like UIC is more interested in
recruiting than retaining students.

Students want less emails from certain entities and the ability to unsubscribe from emails.

Most students indicated that they would like to receive less emails from the UIC Bookstore.
Students also shared that they would like to see less emails from learning management systems
and discussion post updates as well as companies and stores.

Students would like there to be an option to unsubscribe from emails.

Students experience communication issues unrelated to email.

Students shared that prior to their first semester in Fall 2023, there was a UIC discord group for
incoming students. However, it was spammed with anti-LGBTQIA+ messages, leading it to get
disabled. Students mentioned that they wished they were given an alternate group, rather than
it being disabled.

Students shared that they would like to see social media more for communications. However,
some students mentioned that non-UIC Instagram accounts were bombed in Summer 2023, so
they recommend that UIC social media accounts have verified checkmarks.

Several students mentioned that they primarily learn about important events, opportunities, and
deadlines through word-of-mouth instead of email.

Several students shared that posters on campus for events are often outdated and not taken
down.

Recommendations for improving communications from focus group participants:

Students indicated that emails need to be more specific, clear, and concise. Particularly, students
shared that email subjects should give a description of what is in the email and that they do not
need a “hook.” Subjects should not just be “Official Announcement,” “UIC,” or “When |
graduated...” Both the sender and subject should give a clear idea of what is in the email.
Students recommended that writing the subject line in all capital letters could indicate urgency.
One student shared that writing “Inquiry:” in the subject can indicate urgency as well. Students
also shared that different colors could help with urgency, though they were unsure of what this
could look like due to accessibility concerns.



e Students shared that they would like to see emails be more personalized to them. In addition to
receiving emails from people that students have a relationship with, they suggested that emails
can be personalized by categorizing email communications. For example, they indicated that
Computer Science majors should not get emails meant for Business majors.

e Students shared what emails they would like to opt in to, which includes emails:

o From engagement areas, specifically Commuter and Off-Campus Life and Student
Leadership and Civic Engagement, as well as Campus Recreation

o Containing events, seminars, professional development, and services opportunities on
and around campus. They would also like reminders about events that they signed up for

o Related to what students pay for, such as financial aid and housing, or related to
lowering lower cost or giving additional classes

o About how to transfer departments and change majors

o From the chancellor that include messages welcoming them back to campus or wishing
them a good break

o That include daily tips and quotes

e Students also indicated that they would like to receive more newsletters. Students would like the
newsletter to include different events that are occurring on campus. They also shared important
considerations for the newsletter:

o Some students prefer a weekly newsletter, while others prefer a newsletter every 1-2
weeks or each month.

o Some students shared that they would like for the newsletter to include a PDF list of all
upcoming events so that they can set aside time to look through it later.

o Some students, however, shared that they prefer receiving emails with fewer points.
They shared that newsletters can take too much time to read and that they can be
overwhelming.

e Students shared that it would be helpful to receive a weekly itinerary. The itinerary would
include anything that the student needs to do each week as well as a snapshot of their meal
plan. The itinerary could be in the form of a checklist.

Additional considerations for optimizing communications:

e Most students indicated that they would not want UIC to text them as an alternative to emailing.
However, one student suggested that it might be helpful to provide students the opportunity to
opt-in to receiving both emails and texts for different messages they would like to receive.

e Some students are overwhelmed by emails on their phone. One shared that they cannot read
important emails on their phone. Another student shared that replying feels like a chore and
that they cannot reply on their phone.

e Students mentioned that UIC lacks community and that student organizations have difficulty
reaching students due to their marketing. They recommend that UIC shares event details from
student organizations to boost their marketing.

e Students recommend having a workshop dedicated to learning tips about writing emails and
using Outlook.

o Based on student feedback, the Outlook workshop should include information on
organizing emails, creating folders, using the focus feature, and using the calendar.



o The email workshop should include information on how to write emails and should
highlight the email signature available from CDS. One student shared that using it helps
them feel like a “real UIC student.”

Additional recommendations for optimizing communications based on focus group findings:

1. Consider developing a training for using Outlook and other digital literacies. This can be a part of
the First-Year Seminar and should include information and tips for organizing emails, creating
folders, using the focus feature, and using the calendar.

2. Consider developing guidelines for email communications, including around specificity and
urgency in subject lines, and clarity and conciseness within the body of the email.

3. Consider encouraging staff, particularly in advising, campus housing, and financial aid to follow-
up to student emails.

4. Consider communicating with students using multiple modes of communication, including email,
social media, posters, and word-of-mouth.

5. To help students receive emails that they feel are relevant to them, consider allowing students to
opt-in to listservs or unsubscribe from email lists. Also consider the possibility of allowing
students to opt-in to text communication.

6. Encourage units, colleges, and the university to utilize weekly, biweekly, or monthly newsletters
that contains upcoming events in order to reduce the number of emails students receive.

Reference
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Optimizing Communications Sent to New Graduate and Professional Students

Spring 2024 Focus Group Findings
Daniel J. Wilson and Susan P. Farruggia, May 2024

Overview

Four focus groups (n=27) were conducted on April 22 and April 24, 2024, to understand students’
experiences with university and college email communications and ways that it can be improved. Two
focus groups were for undergraduates (one for undergraduates living in on-campus housing and one for
undergraduates not living in on-campus housing) and two were for graduate and professional students.
Focus groups were recorded and transcribed via Otter.Al. A total of 12 students participated in the
graduate and professional student focus groups. Transcripts were coded using thematic analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). This report presents findings from the two graduate and professional student focus
groups. As a note, a potential limitation of these findings is that students were recruited over email, so
these students likely read their emails.

Students read their email at mixed rates and prioritize emails from people that they have a
relationship with.

Graduate and professional students read their emails at mixed rates. While some indicated that they
read all of their emails carefully, many indicated that they only scan their emails quickly and do not read
them closely. For those that do not read their emails closely, they shared that they quickly scan them in
order to reduce their inbox number. However, one student shared that they rarely opened their emails
during their first two years because they were overwhelmed by the amount that they had, but now they
open them constantly. This same student also shared that, as an international student, they did not
understand the meaning of certain terms initially like “Commuter” or “Wellness Center,” which increased
their feeling of being overwhelmed.

Students also shared what emails they prioritize. Similar to undergraduate students, graduate and
professional students prioritize emails from those whom they have a personal relationship with. For
example, graduate and professional students mentioned that they prioritize emails from their advisor, PI,
program manager, peers, and students that they teach. International students also mentioned that they
prioritize emails from OIS, as that is their main form of communication. Further, students shared that
they delete emails if they are not relevant; however, one student mentioned that sometimes all emails
must be read and cannot be ignored as it is possible to miss important information about vaccinations or
submitting documents.

Finally, students shared what emails they act on. Some shared that if the email is from someone that
they prioritize and it is asking for something, they will reply immediately. Others mentioned that if they
receive something relevant that they are interested in attending or applying for, they will put it in their
calendar or planner to set a reminder.

Students found most of the emails they received from UIC prior to matriculating to be helpful, but had
trouble navigating enroliment.

Students shared that prior to starting at UIC, they did not receive many email communications and that
the majority of emails were related to fellowships, registration, and, for international students,
information about important processes and documents, which they found helpful. However, students



shared that they had difficulty knowing how to enroll, indicating that they were successful at doing so
because:

e They used the same system at their previous institution
e Sought help from friends or faculty
e Receive instructions from their department heads.

Students also shared that it is difficult to find some information, such as CNR codes for courses or their
program’s student handbook.

Students experience issues with different UIC systems, including Outlook and myUIC.

Students also mentioned that they experience issues with different UIC systems, including outlook and
myUIC.

Students mentioned several issues with Outlook, including:

e Students who were previous UIC or UIUC students had difficulty setting it up. Further, a student
who previously attended UIUC often still has important UIC emails get sent to the UIUC account,
which they often miss as they do not check it frequently.

e Some students did not know that they were supposed to use Outlook until being told later. One
mentioned that this resulted in missed emails.

e Some students have UIC Outlook and UIC Gmail accounts. Students shared that sometimes
emails do not send or receive properly in both accounts, resulting in missed emails.

Some students also mentioned difficulty navigating the myUIC website. One student shared that their
department shared information with them about how to navigate the site and which courses to register
for, which they found helpful. A student in biological sciences mentioned that there are two sets of CNR
codes for their courses, and it is unclear which code is for which program.

Emails that graduate and professional students receive are not always relevant to them and are
sometimes contradictory.

Students shared that they feel like most of the emails that they receive are for undergraduate students.
They shared that they would like to see less emails that are geared towards undergraduate students, and
only receive ones relevant to graduate and professional students. While some share that it can be
obvious to tell if it is not meant for graduate students, others still found it difficult to determine. For
example, some shared that in the initial lines of the email, it can become clear who the audience is;
however, others shared that they sometimes have to fully read the email to make this determination.

Further, graduate and professional students would like emails to be tailored towards their needs. For
example, students feel like job opportunity emails from Career Services are geared towards
undergraduates and they would like these emails tailored to PhD students, with one student
emphasizing wanting more faculty opportunities over industry.

Students also mentioned that it is sometimes difficult to determine which emails are relevant to them.

e Some students indicated that eventually they are able to get a feel for who sends what
information and who is relevant versus who can be ignored. (A question arises with this point
which is why are they getting so much email that should be ignored?)
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e Some students shared that it is difficult to determine what emails are or are not required for
them to do, including the sexual harassment training.

Further, while some students shared that the emails they received were not contradictory or
inconsistent, others shared that they were. However, students who shared that there were
contradictions, indicated that the contradictions were typically within their departments and not from
the university. For example, students shared that their departments often send wrong information and
follow up with corrections.

Graduate and professional students indicated that they frequently have missed details in emails.
Particularly, they shared that events of interest blend into undergraduate emails. In addition, students
shared that they miss opportunities of interest because emails are long and the piece that they are
interested in is part of just one short line. Further, they have missed opportunities due to email pile-up,
such as one student missing a scholarship opportunity.

Students want more emails from some entities and less from others.

Many graduate and professional students indicated that they want more emails related to funding
opportunities. In addition, students shared that they would like more emails that include:

e Events on campus geared towards graduate students. One student suggested that the Institute
for Humanities is a good example of sharing relevant events.

e Fellowship and funding opportunities for conference travel and attendance.

e Departmental birthday lists

e Campus wide events, particularly ones with free food

e Registration for classes

e Seminars and departmental events

They also indicated what email they would like to see less of. Students indicated that they would like less
emails about:

e Leadership changes and updates from the chancellor
e Emails about voting for things related to UIC
e On-campus jobs in funding emails

Finally, some students indicated that they like the Wellness Center emails, while others indicated that
they do not find them helpful and do not want to receive them. In addition, some students like receiving
UIC Police emails, while one suggests tightening these emails to only be sent out if UIC community
members are in immediate danger.

Recommendations for improving communications from focus group participants:

Graduate and professional students shared several considerations related to format and content of
emails.

e To indicate urgency, the subject should be written using all capital letters, asterisks, bold, or red
font. Students also highlighted Outlook’s setting to send with urgency.
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e Subject lines should also be clear and give insight into what the email is going to be about.
Students recommend marking the subject as “important,” “urgent,” or “optional” and specifying
the audience in the subject so students can better judge its relevancy.

e Further, emails should be concise, crisp, and clear. Students indicate that concise emails would
help allow them to read the full email without losing focus. Further, they suggest bolding key
words.

e Next, students suggest that dates and deadlines should be included in emails about events or
applications. Further, if a reminder email is sent about a deadline, time urgency should be
emphasized in the subject and body of the email.

e Students also indicate that emails tend to be generic so they need to seek out the right
information, so emails should also be tailored to the appropriate audience and give the
appropriate amount of detail.

e Students had mixed feelings about newsletters. While some think they may be helpful to reduce
the number of emails, they prefer that emails are condensed and made more concise instead. If
newsletters are to be used, they prefer that only similar topics are grouped together.

e Finally, students shared additional considerations including:

o Some students like flier attachments in emails instead of needing to read the full email;
however, one student shared that they wished PDFs were integrated into the email as
they are worried about getting a virus when they download the file.

o If consistent headings or formats were used, they must be different enough to
differentiate senders.

o Emails need to be proofread.

o Email should clearly indicate if the event is free, including putting this on the subject
line.

o Emails should be clear on where events are taking place, particularly if it will be on East
versus West campus.

Additional considerations for optimizing communications:

Finally, students shared additional suggestions and considerations regarding optimizing
communications:

e Initially, when students matriculate into a program, students should be given a flowchart of all
emails that they will receive. This should also provide a heads up about important trainings,
such as the sexual harassment training.

e Anonline course on email management of a 1:1 with someone in the student’s department
should be provided.

e There should be a centralized place where students can see which events will have free food.
This can be shared out through important campus partners such as the food pantry, success
centers and cultural centers.

e There should be an integrated calendar where students can see different events of interest. For
example, one student wishes there was a calendar for biological sciences, neuroscience, and
psychology events.

e Finally, students suggested that emails be sent during certain consistent time frames in the
morning. This way, students can read campus or college announcements when they start their
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day, and then focus on emails from people that they prioritize for the remainder of the day. This
can help students to not miss important emails. Further, these emails should be scheduled to
match specific days (i.e., Friday funding email).

Additional recommendations for optimizing communications based on focus group findings:

Three recommendations are aligned with recommendations based off the undergraduate focus group
findings, including:

1. Consider developing a training for using Outlook and other digital literacies.

2. Consider developing guidelines for email communications, including around specificity and
urgency in subject lines, clarity and conciseness within the body of the email, and identifying the
appropriate audience.

3. To help students receive emails that they feel are relevant to them, consider allowing students to
opt-in to listservs or unsubscribe from email lists.

In addition to these recommendations, a final recommendation is to consider developing a daily email
schedule, with consistent emails about the same topic (i.e., funding) going out on the same day each
week in the morning.

Reference
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