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Objective. To create a task force on recruitment, admission, and retention, and assess pharmacy
students’ opinions and perceived value of the initiatives implemented.
Methods.A task force on recruitment, admission, and retention was created at the University of Florida
College of Pharmacy to build relationships between the college and incoming students and improve the
admissions process. Admission and retention initiatives were implemented over a three-year period.
All applicants who received an offer of admission, whether they accepted or declined, were invited to
complete an online survey designed to solicit feedback on the admissions and retention initiatives.
Results. The response rate to the survey was 80.3% in 2016 and 85.7% in 2017. The majority of
students who responded reported that the admission and retention initiatives were helpful with regard
to building connections with the college of pharmacy. In the three years after the task force imple-
mented the admissions and retention initiatives, the admission yield (total number of students who
accepted admission divided by the number offered admission) increased from 72.5% in 2015 to 79.5%
in 2016 and 81.9% in 2017.
Conclusion. Development of a task force specifically aimed to build relationships with students
accepted to the college through strategic initiatives was instrumental in increasing admission yield
and reducing the number of applicants who initially accepted an offer of admission and then chose not
to attend the college.
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INTRODUCTION
Challenges exist throughout the academy related to a

decline in the number of applicants to pharmacy school.
In fall 2015, the national graduating high school student
cohortwas the smallest it had been in a decade.1 First-year
undergraduate college enrollment declined nine percent
from 2011-2016.2 The Pharmacy College Application
Service (PharmCAS) saw a reduction in applicants from
academic year of 2012-2013 total of 17,6303 to 16,176 in
the academic year of 2016-2017.4 In contrast, the number
of colleges and schools of pharmacy in the academic year
of 2012-2013 totaled 110,3 and is 142 as of 2018.5 As the
number of applicants declined and the number of colleges
of pharmacy increased, colleges were faced with the
challenge of attracting high-quality students.

The American Association of Colleges of Pharmacy
(AACP) recognized this challenge and tasked the AACP
Student Affairs Standing Committee with developing

recommendations for recruitment to pharmacy and
awareness of pharmacy careers.6 A literature review by
the committee revealed that early education about the
pharmacy profession aimed at high school students and
parents may be helpful; however, they found limited data
to document the effectiveness of particular initiatives.7-10

In addition to strategies aimed at increasing the pipeline,
short-term strategies aimed at improving admission
processes and attracting and retaining applicants already
interested in the pharmacy program is another approach.
Building authentic relationships with applicants and
increasing touchpoints after a student has been admitted
are proactive steps to maximize admission yield and
minimize summer “melt.”11 The admission yield is the
number of applicants who accepted admission divided
by the number of applicants offered admission. “Melt” is
the term given to the phenomenon in which an applicant
who initially accepted an offer of admission and paid a
deposit whom later declines to attend. With the decrease
in pharmacy applicants, retaining students who have
been offered admission becomes critically important.
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Retaining these students has been complicated by a
lack of required cooperative admission guidelines
among colleges that would potentially mitigate ex-
cessive admission melt resulting from applicants
holding multiple acceptances. Data on admission melt
in pharmacy is scarce. Hetrick and colleagues’ pre-
sented a poster on the implementation of an enrollment
management platform (EMP) with the purpose of de-
creasing melt and increasing yield. The EMP yielded
an increase in seat deposits compared to the previous
year despite a decrease in the total number of appli-
cations.12 The AACP Special Committee on Admis-
sions recommended cooperative admission guidelines
with a goal of decreasing extensive melt late in the
admissions cycle.13 There was no literature describing
comprehensive programs evaluating the entire admis-
sions process (education, recruitment, and retention),
nor looking specifically at retention initiatives in
pharmacy admissions. Although there is a national
initiative to improve melt, strategies are lacking on
how to face the challenges associated with the de-
creasing number of applicants and applications in
pharmacy. The goals of this study were to describe the
development of the Recruitment, Admission, and Re-
tention Task Force at the University of Florida College
of Pharmacy outline task force initiatives focused on
admissions and retention, and report the impact of
these initiatives.

METHODS
Because of a shortfall in the number of admitted

students who matriculated in fall 2015, the University of
Florida College of Pharmacy (UF COP) developed the
Recruitment, Admission and Retention Task Force. The
purpose of the task force was to develop and implement
strategies for recruitment, admission, and retention. The
composition of the task force included a multidisci-
plinary teamwith representation from all four campuses:
the Associate Dean for Clinical and Administrative Af-
fairs, the Associate Dean for Student Affairs, assistant
and associate professors, an admissions specialist, a re-
cruiter, student affairs coordinators, and the Director of
Communications. The task force met bi-weekly, with
teleconferencing capabilities to facilitate participation
for the distance campus members. An inclusive ap-
proach to brainstorming and planning was used where
ideas were considered independent of task force mem-
bers’ position or rank. Early efforts focused on retaining
applicants who initially accepted an offer of admission
(ie, decreasing “melt”), with the long-term goals of
expanding recruitment efforts and improving the ad-
missions process.

The task force focused on developing initiatives that
would build relationships with applicants. Over the next
three years, the initiatives changed slightly as the task
force implemented feedback solicited from students. The
first initiative was to improve the experience of students
on interview day. As of 2018, interview day consisted of
candidates being given an introduction to the college
provided by the dean, undergoing a 25-minute interview
with a team of two faculty members, taking a tour of the
college, video conferencing with students at the college’s
distance campus, completing a problem-solving exercise,
participating in a session on student life, watching an
overview of the curriculum, and discussing financial aid.
College of pharmacy student ambassadors were involved
throughout the day and led the sessions on student life,
curriculum, and problem solving.

The next initiative was sending aWelcome Packet to
each applicant who was offered admission. The packet
contained a signed letter from the dean welcoming the
student to the UF COP, a UF flash drive containing im-
portant admissions information, a UF COP t-shirt, a UF
COP car magnet, and a social media class card (used in
2016 only).

The third initiative was a communication plan fo-
cusing on building relationships by making personal
phone calls to each student. In the first year this initiative
was implemented, applicants received a phone call from
either a faculty member or a student ambassador. In
subsequent years, applicants received three phone calls:
one each from their faculty interviewer, a student am-
bassador, and a UF COP alumnus. These phone calls
occurred sequentially following the offer of admission.
Every admitted student was contacted by phone or by
email to arrange a phone call. One of the faculty members
who interviewed the applicant called the student to wel-
come them to the college. The call served as an oppor-
tunity for applicants to ask additional questions and to
further connect them to multiple stakeholders at the col-
lege. If a direct connection was not made, a brief message
was left containing student affairs contact information. A
student ambassador from the admitted student’s assigned
campus made a second phone call to the applicant. This
call served as an opportunity for applicants to ask ques-
tions regarding more tangible information such as hous-
ing, course work, orientation activities, etc. A third phone
call to each admitted student was made by an alumnus
who welcomed them to the “Gator Nation.” This phone
call served to add an element of inclusion and help the
applicant feel connected to the college on amore personal
yet global level.

Last, in spring 2017, “Welcome to the Pharmily”
(WTTP) events were added at each campus as a retention
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initiative. The WTTP events were planned by the student
ambassadors and offered incoming students a glimpse of
student life on the campus to which they were admitted.
These events occurred March through July and provided
students with an additional opportunity to connect with
current students, ask questions, meet with a financial aid
officer, tour the facilities, and meet faculty members.

A surveywas created tomeasure the experiences and
opinions of applicants who were interviewed for admis-
sion. The survey was designed to solicit feedback on the
recruitment and retention initiatives (interview days,
welcome packets, and call initiatives). Students were
asked to rate statements regarding the different retention
initiatives. The survey was administered in late summer
and results were used to evaluate student perceptions of
those initiatives.Minor editsweremade to questions prior
to administering the survey to students admitted in fall
2017. The University of Florida Institutional Review
Board deemed the study exempt. The survey was sent to
all individuals who were offered admission, regardless of
whether they accepted the offer.

RESULTS
The survey was emailed to 346 students in 2016

and 278 in 2017, with 80.3% and 85.7% of students

responding, respectively. The majority of respondents,
92.8% in 2016 and 95.8% in 2017, indicated they would
be attending the UF College of Pharmacy. Of the 71
students in 2016 and 35 students in 2017 who declined
admission, 21.1%and 28.6%, respectively, completed the
survey. Applicant feedback on communication related to
the application process and initiatives implemented to
retain students after admission and through matriculation
is presented in Table 1. Overall, students were in agree-
ment that information from a variety of sources about the
application process was useful.

Data on students’ interview day experience are re-
ported in Figure 1.Most aspects of the interview daywere
well received by students. The welcome packet was also
well received by students (Figure 2). One component of
the welcome packet, the social media class card, was re-
moved after 2016 as students did not use it to create a
social media post as intended.

In the 2016 survey, applicants were asked if the
conversation and information from the call with the stu-
dent and/or faculty member was helpful. Sixty percent
agreed or strongly agreed with this statement and 33%
indicated they did not receive a call. In 2017, the survey
was more granular and asked if the call from individ-
ual stakeholders positively influenced their decision to

Table 1. Feedback From Pharmacy College Applicants on Components of the Admission Process and Retention Initiatives

Survey Item
2016 Score (N=278),

Mean (SD)a
2017 Score (N=238),

Mean (SD)a

The College of Pharmacy website was a helpful source of
information regarding the application process to the
University of Florida, College of Pharmacy.

3.5 (0.5) 3.5 (0.6)

The "Contact Us" link on the University of Florida,
College of Pharmacy website was helpful because it
directly generated communication from the College of
Pharmacy with me.

3.9 (0.6) 3.4 (0.6)

The Student Affairs Office was helpful with answering
my questions regarding the application process for the
University of Florida, College of Pharmacy.

3.5 (0.5) 3.5 (0.6)

The Interview Day provided helpful information I
needed to make my decision to attend the University
of Florida, College of Pharmacy.

3.7 (0.53) 3.7 (0.5)

I received a welcome packet, which positively influenced
my decision to attend the University of Florida,
College of Pharmacy.

2.9 (1.4)b 3.1(1.2)c

The Welcome to the Pharmily event positively
influenced my decision to attend the University of
Florida PharmD program.

d 3.5 (0.6)

a Responses based on a five-point Likert scale: 15strongly disagree, 25disagree, 35agree, 45strongly agree
b 2016515.3% of respondents to the survey reported that they did not receive a packet
c 201759.5% of respondents to the survey reported that they did not receive a packet
d The “Welcome to the Pharmily” event was not included in the 2016 survey
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attend. Themajority of students responded positively that
the phone calls from a faculty member (79.8%), a current
student (77.5%), and an alumni member (67.2%) had
positively influenced their decision to attend UF.

Admission yield was calculated as a direct outcome
measure to determine the initiatives’ impact. Admission
yield was defined as the number of applicants who ac-
cepted admission divided by the number of applicants
offered admission. Admission yield fell from 84.4% in
2014 to 72.5% in 2015. After implementation of retention
initiatives, admission yield increased to 79.5% in 2017
and 81.9% in 2017. Additionally, admission “melt” (ie,
students who pay “seat deposits” but do not matriculate)
decreased with each year of the task force: 55 (19.4%) in
2015; 40 (12.7%) in 2016; 29 (9.7%) in 2017.

In 2017, 93% of respondents indicated they felt
connected to the UF PharmD program during the appli-
cation process. Across the two years of the survey (2016
and 2017), 25 survey respondents indicated they chose not
to attend the University of Florida. Reasons for declining
the admission offer included tuition (six students),

geography (six students), family/personal reasons (five
students), and other reasons (16 students). Note that stu-
dents could select more than one reason.

DISCUSSION
With the increase in the number of colleges of

pharmacy and continuing decline in the number of ap-
plicants, optimizing offers of acceptance and retention of
accepted students is critical. To maintain enrollment
goals, colleges need to develop strategies to increase ac-
ceptance and retention rates without compromising ad-
mission standards. To our knowledge, this study was the
first to examine the impact of such acceptance and re-
tention initiatives in a college of pharmacy.

At the core of the initiative development and exe-
cution was the task force. The task force felt that a key to
its success was both the multidisciplinary composition
and the inclusive, non-hierarchical approach to bringing
forth and considering strategies. Historically, committees
and task forces were often comprised of faculty decision-
makers and supporting staff members. In contrast, every

Figure 1. Percent of Applicants who Strongly Agreed or Agreed that a Specific Aspect of Interview Day was “Helpful in my
Decision-making Process to Attend the UF College of Pharmacy”
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member of this task forcewas empowered to set aside role
and rank and consider all ideas equally with eachmember
having a vote. Approaches such as those identified by
John Nance in the book Why Hospitals Should Fly were
employed.14 In the book, Nance proposes that themedical
industry would benefit from adopting the culture of the
airline industry where everyone, regardless of position, is
empowered to identify problems and bring forth solu-
tions. The varied perspectives and knowledge brought by
the diverse members of the task force allowed strategies
and plans to develop more fully and comprehensively
than they might have otherwise. The process worked well
and the task force performed intermittent process im-
provement by obtaining feedback from all teammembers
and adjusting process as needed.

Task force initiatives focused on connecting with
students and developing relationships and this resulted in
consecutive increases in application yield. The survey
helped identify which initiatives weremost impactful and
led to modifications for the second year. Overall, the
students responded well to interview and communication
strategies designed to connect the student with the college
and develop relationships. Connectedness was assessed
the second year, with the overwhelming majority of ap-
plicants feeling connected to the program during the ap-
plication process. Lack of connectedness was not cited as

a reason for selecting another institution. These findings
are consistent with literature advocating for a “people
first,” personalized approach to preventing summer melt
of enrolled students.11 The survey revealed the initiatives
implemented by the task force that decreased melt and
increased the admissions yield over the past three years.
The results of our study indicate that staying connected
with students as a way to begin the relationship building
process is critical to retaining students who have accepted
admission.

Not all strategies were universally impactful as seen
by accepted students’ low usage of the social media class
card. The intent of the social media class card was for the
student to take a photo with the card indicating they were
admitted to the class of 2020 and then post the picture to
social media with the hashtag #UFCOP2020. While al-
most 90% of students agreed or strongly agreed the social
media cardwas helpful inmaking their decision, very few
posted a picture to social media using the hashtag. Thus,
in 2017 the socialmedia class cardwas no longer included
in the welcome packet. This might be explained by the
way students use socialmedia and how they use it tomake
connections. Based on input from student focus groups,
students prefer to connect on social media independently
without outside prompts to make connections. The phone
calls to accepted students also had a variable positive

Figure 2. Percent of Applicants who Strongly Agreed or Agreed that a Specific Aspect of the Welcome Packet was “Helpful in my
Decision-making Process to Attend the UF College of Pharmacy”

American Journal of Pharmaceutical Education 2019; 83 (9) Article 7307.

1842

 b
y 

gu
es

t o
n 

M
ay

 2
3,

 2
02

3.
 ©

 2
01

9 
A

m
er

ic
an

 A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n 

of
 C

ol
le

ge
s 

of
 P

ha
rm

ac
y

ht
tp

://
w

w
w

.a
jp

e.
or

g
D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 

http://www.ajpe.org


response depending on which type of stakeholder was
placing the call. Possible reasons for lower response to the
alumni calls could be the wording of questions and the
timing. The survey question specifically asked about calls
even though several alumni reached out to students
electronically, so response to alumni communicationmay
not have beenwell captured. The alumni calls were one of
the last retention initiatives to be implemented during the
retention initiative process.

While the strategies implemented appear to have been
beneficial, the study is not without limitations. Although
the strategies were well received, the feedback does not
allow determination of whether a particular strategy was
more effective and whether it helped with acceptance or
retention or both. Question design may have limited the
ability to accurately capture the impact of the alumni-based
calling program. These strategies are just one set of ap-
proaches to increasing admission and retention rates. There
may be other programs and strategies that would be ben-
eficial as well and work better for other institutional
models (eg differences in timing of initiatives, two phases
of tuition deposits, newsletter updates). More study in this
area is needed to validate these findings and explore other
options. In addition, it would be helpful to know which
strategies were the most impactful to best target future
programming and expand to other areas of the student
acquisition process such as recruitment.

CONCLUSION
The development of a task force specifically focus-

ing on building relationships through the recruitment,
admission, and retention strategies was instrumental in
identifyingways to increase admission yield and decrease
melt. The interview day, welcome packet, phone calls
from students, faculty members, and alumni and “Wel-
come to the Pharmily” events positively influenced stu-
dents’ decision to attend the UF College of Pharmacy.
Using a multidisciplinary group of faculty and staff
members may be useful for others in focusing on the
specific challenges of recruiting a well-qualified class of
students in an environment of increased competition.
Further research on this topic could provide clarity on
changes in admission practices and additional retention
strategies to decrease admission melt.
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