
        

© 2007 EducationDynamics, LLC ¥ www.educationdynamics.com 1 

 
 
 
 
 

Incorporating Lead-Generation Advertising 
into a Traditional School's Marketing 
Without Creating Havoc   



        

© 2007 EducationDynamics, LLC ¥ www.educationdynamics.com 2 

 
Introduction: 
The advertising market continues its rapid change, fueled by the dynamic environment 
of the Internet, today's new media.  The Internet's ability to address audiences of every 
size (from millions to just a few) has driven an astounding sequence of innovation.  
Many traditional media have suffered at the expense new media, especially the new 
media that offers a wealth of performance data (accountability) and now, activity that is 
priced based on performance basis.  This paper is offered to those involved in student 
recruiting as a way to sensibly address the complexities of marketing today.  It 
describes the various types of online advertising options and discusses their application 
and how to gage their effectiveness. 
 
 
Traditional Media under Pressure: 
For this discussion, traditional media is defined to be marketing efforts that were firmly 
established prior to 1995 (pre-Yahoo!).  These are most often paper-based 
communications delivered to the intended recipient through a physical delivery agent 
such as the postal service or gathered by the consumer during a campus visit or at live 
events like a college fair.  Requests for this marketing material would be created by 
advertisements in broadcast or print media that would most likely draw a "call to action" 
of a phone call or return of a coupon or postcard.  A popular traditional advertising 
vehicle has been a small poster with attached reply cards, mailed to academic advisors 
and counselors for posting on a bulletin board where passing students would take a 
postcard and mail it for their "admissions packet". 
 
Often, these forms of advertising were viewed as branding, developing awareness and 
image for the institution at an expense that was built into an itemized and detailed 
budget to promote the institution.  Further justification for the expense was the 
competitive aspect of marketing, where "safety in numbers" would influence advertisers 
to place their messages in places with similar organizations.  Recruiting fairs, guide 
books and newspaper supplements were examples of this group behavior. 
 
The traditional media had the same objectives of today's digital media:  Build 
awareness, draw interest, call prospects to action and begin a dialog.  With traditional 
advertising, the message reaches across multiple media, takes time to disseminate and 
is difficult to track.  An old theory in advertising is the theory of threes.  A consumer who 
is moved by advertising will most often act on the third exposure to the image.  TV, 
radio, newspaper outdoor advertising all therefore feed off each other and the 
effectiveness of one is dependent on the reach of the other two (so goes the theory). 
 
Digital media has become increasingly desirable as it becomes much more measurable 
than traditional media and its dynamic nature means that calls to action can be 
executed immediately, adding to the measurability of the media.  Advertisers in search 
of quick response have found online advertising and online marketing to be very 
effective, especially in direct transactions and in the generation of sales leads. 
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The growing trend in marketing is to combine traditional and digital advertising to build 
brand and awareness and to use the web as a means to capture consumer interest.  
Radio has seen resurgence recently as web branding via radio commercials played in 
the background at offices is viewed as a way to move people to action while online.  
Further branding comes again from the theory of three, where radio spots will 
subliminally influence a consumer that later face a choice of multiple online ads or even 
the results of a web search. 
 
 
The Marketing of Higher Education: 
As an industry, higher education has been slow to adopt digital advertising and 
marketing.  Higher education marketing still relies significantly on newspaper, magazine 
and outdoor advertising.  These fixed-cost advertisements, which work well with 
university's decision making and management structures, are believed to be 
fundamental in the university's brand development.  As an industry, higher education's 
shift from traditional media has been slower than most other industries, but in some 
segments of higher education marketing, that shift is now well under way. 
 
To better understand how higher education is marketed, we should first review the 
many segments in which  a university is involved.  Most higher education institutions 
address multiple demographics such as full-time, part-time, undergraduate, graduate 
and professional students.  Within these segments often are curriculum subsets such as 
nursing, business, law and education (teacher) majors.  Taken as demographic sub-
sets, these groups quite often are pursued by different offices at a university.  The 
graduate school of business will most likely have a different approach to recruiting 
students than the undergraduate school of nursing or the office of adult and part-time 
students.  Quite often in higher education the recruiting efforts of these units are 
managed separately and without central coordination.  The benefit of this to a school is 
that the recruiting efforts can be concentrated on the matching demographic, however 
the cost of this to the school is that they lose any benefits of scale (volume pricing, 
duplication, management efficiencies). 
 
Some sectors of educational marketing have become quite hot in digital media.  Fueled 
primarily by online degree program advertising from for-profit institutions like University 
of Phoenix, Walden University, Kaplan University and Capella University, online 
advertising for higher education is booming.  Successful advertisers have found the 
Internet to be an ideal media for advertising degree programs; its users are comfortable 
with computers and the Internet, and have basic trust of the Internet.  The online 
education format allows proximity to a classroom to not be an issue even though most 
of these institutions have both an on-campus and online option.  Nationwide enterprises 
such as Kaplan and Phoenix have also done quite well marketing campus-based 
programs through the Internet. 
 
Traditional universities, those with a physical campus and a significant population of full-
time students have lagged behind their national, for-profit competitors when it comes to 
aggressive online advertising.  They cite proximity as a primary reason, choosing to 
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advertise in their local markets, predominantly with traditional media.  Traditional 
universities often segment their recruiting according to the organizational structure of 
the school.  Universities typically consist of multiple colleges according to academic 
majors (business, law, arts and sciences), degree level (bachelor/undergrad and 
graduate/professional) as well as a college of continuing education for adult learners 
who participate part-time.  Each of these pursues its own objectives in recruiting and 
has so far shown a reluctance to use the Internet to reach their ideal constituency. 
 
Note: In the following three sections we address some of the trends in online advertising 
and refer to industries outside higher education as well known examples of online 
advertising and marketing.  After this discussion, we return to the specifics of marketing 
higher education. 
 
 
Trends in Online Advertising: 
Online Advertising, once the height of innovation has developed its own traditional and 
non-traditional segments, one fundamentally based on fixed cost and the other being 
variable cost, based on performance.  Online advertising was once only sold on a fixed 
cost basis.  One paid a pre-determined price for exposure or inclusion or paid a price 
per individual ad display (often referred to a CPM Ð Cost per 1,000 impressions). 
 
Over the years, tracking and monitoring of web site advertising has become increasingly 
sophisticated.  Web servers track every page served and how that page was found 
which makes analyzing Internet advertising performance more of a science than in other 
media.  As a result, new models of compensation for Internet advertising have emerged, 
ones that pay for results rather than just exposure.   
 
Performance-based advertising can be measured per click, per inquiry or per 
transaction.  For businesses, this concept is very desirable as it enables the inherent 
risk of advertising to diminish.  While it is possible to have advertising over-perform 
producing great value, most often the opposite is true, an advertisement fails draw 
significant response and thus the effective cost-per-action is quite high.  When 
advertising becomes a variable cost, business can model itself toward a desirable a 
cost-per-acquisition and therefore operate profitably.  It also allows for control of 
fraudulent activity, an ongoing nemesis to performance-based advertising. 
 
Transaction-based businesses such as retail or catalog merchants have been using a 
very successful advertising model that pays commission for sales generated from an 
advertiser.  The "affiliate" web site place advertising for the merchant with tracking 
codes built into the ad links and when a viewer clicks these ads and purchases an item, 
the sophisticated tracking mechanisms attribute the sale to the affiliate and a 
commission is awarded, typically a percentage of the purchase price.  Amazon.com is 
one of the most successful of the affiliate network merchants.  This works well for items 
that can be immediately transacted, but when it comes to purchases like a college 
degree that require more interaction than a single web site visit, a different performance 
mechanism is used Ð the inquiry or lead. 
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Many advertising markets have shifted dramatically using this concept as many 
advertisers are seeking respondents or leads rather than just web traffic.  Numerous 
advertising agencies have shifted from their old practice media buying (ordering 
advertising and managing ad contracts) to that of lead generating firms.  In this model, 
the agency distributes "creative" (banner ads, content, linking) and marketing messages 
to media outlets directing traffic to an agency-managed website.  At this micro-site, the 
consumer is drawn to action generally by filling in a inquiry form or calling a unique 
telephone number.  The agency's capture of that data is defined as a lead, and that lead 
is then passed to the client and billed. 
 
 
Lead Generation Soars: 
The sale of inquiries or leads is growing at a phenomenal rate today as businesses that 
could not track a click through to a sale see great benefit in purchasing the name of a 
prospective client.  When it comes to complex and very expensive purchases, 
consumers find the web to be a great information source and do extensive research, but 
are less likely to make their final purchase decision online.  They in essence shop 
online, but buy later or buy off-line.  Businesses that have effective secondary sales 
systems have found that purchasing the names of these shoppers can be very 
profitable and have created a dynamic market for such leads. 
 
One very successful example of a lead generation agency is LendingTree.com, a 
website where a consumer is drawn to complete an inquiry form stating an intention for 
a home financing offer.  Consumers are drawn to the site by the catchy slogan "when 
banks compete, you win" and enter valuable data hoping to get a discounted rate on a 
loan.  These inquiries are then offered to contracted banks as leads and the banks 
pursue the sale with bank salespeople.  Banks pay LendingTree.com a fee per lead and 
may participate in the program according to a target number of leads built into their 
marketing plan.   
 
Automobile shopping is another very vibrant lead generation marketplace.  Comcast, 
America's largest cable TV company has created Vehix.com as a lead generation 
mechanism.  Ads for Vehix.com fill open commercial slots on Comcast's channels and 
the leads that result provide revenue for the company.  Comcast chooses to run these 
"house ads" perhaps in lieu of self-promotion advertising, or if very successful, may 
choose to supplant fixed-cost advertising. 
 
Cross-media promotion, like the two above examples, is one way to generate leads, but 
the most common lead generation comes from Internet-only advertising and Internet-
based marketing.  There are thousands of web sites that focus their efforts on a product 
or service and generate revenue through the collection of inquiries and the sale of these 
inquiries as leads. 
 
Google is today's most popular search engine.  People go to Google to find things on 
the Internet and trust that Google is comprehensive and reliable.  The company 
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generated $4 billion in advertising revenue last fiscal quarter (Summer 2007) primarily 
from the sale of online advertising adjacent to its popular search engine.  Many of these 
advertisers are lead-generation aggregators.  One example of a lead generation 
aggregator is EarnMyDegree.com (a company affiliated with the author of this paper).  
EarnMyDegree.com bids for placement adjacent to relevant search terms on Google 
and pays Google for each click sent to EarnMyDegree.com.  EarnMyDegree.com then 
draws prospective students to fill out an inquiry form of a university that is paying 
EarnMyDegree.com a lead generation fee.  If EarnMyDegree.com is effective in 
converting Google traffic to leads, they make a profit.  We already see that Google 
makes a profit, no matter what! 
 
In addition to lead generation sites like EarnMyDegree.com bidding for keywords on 
search engines, schools themselves are bidding for keywords.  Put a term like "online 
MBA" into your favorite search engine and you will see a host of well-written, enticing 
advertisements from schools as well as lead generation companies.  In this scenario, 
the schools are paying per click for traffic, bypassing the lead generation aggregators 
for either economic or other market reasons. 
 
In addition to the business benefits of paying for results, another advantage of lead 
generation is the ability to control volume.  With a solid business model in place, a lead 
buyer can meet business objectives and sales targets by increasing the purchase of 
leads, but if the volume of leads is overwhelming, the variable nature of the market can 
also allow the buyer to slow the flow of leads.  As we will discuss later, in the field of 
higher education the use of lead generation to supplement traditional recruiting can help 
an institution reach its enrollment goals. 
 
 
Lead Gen or Bust? 
With all that is positive about lead generation, any advertiser should be careful not to 
rely completely on one mechanism to drive its advertising, especially if the advertiser 
has had a history of brand-style advertising.  Here are some things to consider: 
 
Lead Generation is intensely competitive and therefore very expensive.  As 
demand for student leads soars, aggressive institutions are outbidding each other in a 
competitive market for leads.  Google's record profits reflect record demand for 
advertising, this higher and higher price is reflected in every click and every lead.  
Escalating lead costs have recently had significant impact on the stock price of publicly 
traded for profit-companies. 
 
Leads can be of varying quality Ð The high return offered by educational lead 
generation can draw less scrupulous lead generation vendors.  Prospects may be 
drawn by a banner that reads Ð "Click the target to win a free iPod", when completing 
the entry form, a box may be checked, "are you interested in a college degree" which 
now turns that sweepstakes entry into an educational lead.   
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Leads may not be unique Ð Another factor of quality is the uniqueness of the lead.  
Some aggregators may be sharing the lead with multiple clients, meaning that no matter 
how intent the student is, multiple solicitors may have an impact on your likelihood in 
enrolling that student. 
 
Lead Volume is variable Ð Managing leads is a very random business at times.  Lead 
volume can ebb and flow at unpredictable times (such as a college's spring break!). 
 
Quality, quantity and cost are the three external variables of lead volume.  An additional 
factor is a school's ability to act on a lead.  Many academic marketers are quick to 
respond to a lead and very aggressive on the initial outreach.  One for-profit provider 
recently shared how web leads were dispersed at their in-house call center.  Within 90 
seconds of receipt the first call is made and the calls go unabated for the next ten days 
until the person signs up or requests no more contact.  If your institution takes two 
weeks to process an inquiry, you should not utilize lead generation. 
 
It also important to separate "leads" from "names".  In the world of lead generation, 
leads are defined as people who have indicated a desire to hear from you, and 
specifically you.  Names are people who have been identified as possibly being 
interested in you.  Prospective students who have taken the GRE or PSAT are names, 
not leads and are worth much, much less than someone who visited a directory website, 
read about your program and filled out an inquiry form Ð that's a lead worth many 
dollars. 
 
In general, names are people who should be marketed to, leads should be considered 
ready to be sold.  If you are not ready to sell, you should not buy leads.  Leads are 
people who ready to buy, for anyone who doubts the power of leads, watch the movie 
"Glengarry Glen Ross"! 
 
 
Do It Yourself Ð Search Engine Optimization 
A question many advertisers, especially those in higher education ask, is do we need 
leads that others generate or can we do it ourselves?  So many statistics show that 
prospective students and their parents use the Internet to search for schools; can't we 
just rely on the search engines or our brand name? 
 
Having a web site is simply not enough.  To achieve results online your web site must 
be focused and must designed for search engines.  Search Engine Optimization is the 
practice of building your website ranking on a search engine's organic search results.  It 
is a complicated and every changing mix of good, content-rich, targeted text pages put 
on a well-engineered site with a host of incoming links.  The incoming links are 
especially important today.   
 
Google is ranking sites on relevance, so when someone types "Online MBA Degree" 
the resultant ranked sites are the ones determined to be most relevant to the term.  
What makes a site relevant is not just the content and design, but the importance of that 
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site.  Today that importance is primarily measured by incoming links and their relevance 
to the content of the linking page.  A link that reads "Online MBA Degree" from a page 
on a trusted or authoritative site of business degrees will carry great weight in Google's 
secret algorithm where a link that reads "Online MBA Degree" from a general-purpose 
community site won't yield the same impact. 
 
Finding authoritative sites and getting such a powerful endorsement as a web link, is 
part of the SEO challenge.  Some of these incoming links can come free, others must 
be paid for.  A successful SEO campaign has at its heart, a linking strategy, one that 
needs a lot of marketing and concerted effort. 
 

Free links: There are many open forums on the web where a contribution allows 
the inclusion of web link as either validation or attribution of the content.  These include 
public content resources like Wikipedia or indexes like DMOZ.org.  Many academic 
organizations compile indexes of academic references and are a great source of 
incoming links. 
 

Paid Links: A number of web indexes and directories use paid links to cover the 
costs of their business operations.  Purchasing a link from these sites not only 
generates traffic, but also has a positive SEO impact.  Our GradSchools.com and 
StudyAbroad.com are examples of this. 
 
 
Benefits of Mixed-Media Portfolio 
With a range of complex and competitive outlets emerging, it is suggested that 
advertisers pursue a position in each of the segments of the online ad market: 
  - Purchased advertising on search engines 
  - Direct e-marketing to purchased names 
  - Purchased leads 
  - Fixed-cost inclusion, links, banners 
  - Constant improvement to web sites 
 
 
Traditional University Considerations 
Careful consideration should apply to the competitive nature of online advertising for 
student recruitment.  As we have described, the organizations that are most successful 
at lead generation are the for-profit online degree providers.  This is because their 
businesses are nationwide and scalable.   
 
ÓScalableÓ means that these programs are open to expand and that students generally 
do not go through a competitive admissions process.  Students who meet entrance 
requirements for these schools are usually admitted, assuming space is available.  
Facilities can be added quicker by the for-profits and therefore leads can be turned into 
students in a relatively measured way and thus the value of a lead becomes a question 
for a business analyst.  Contrarily, a university that has a selective admissions process 
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may be forced to reject a high percentage of leads which would lead us to believe there 
is a lower economic value for that lead. 
 
Here is perhaps another way for traditional universities to value a lead.  If we apply the 
old 80/20 Rule to student recruiting, this says that 80% of the students take 20% of your 
efforts.  If the university did almost no marketing or advertising, the university's inherent 
strengths would bring in 80% of the students.  Call this the "university annuity" or 
"footprint", it is the core strength of the school and can be defined by geography, faculty 
ties, alumni connections, local business conditions or the regional economy. 
 
It is the 20% of the enrollment outside this footprint that takes 80% of your effort and is 
truly where advertising and marketing are most effective.  Prospective students from 
outside the footprint are ones that provide the real impact to a school's recruiting results. 
And should be the target of online advertising and lead generation. 
 
As student recruiting becomes more sophisticated, tough choices face the schools.  
Traditional methods such as mailing printed material to names purchased from list 
brokers is becoming very expensive and increasingly unpopular with students.  
Traveling to live events such as fairs is still popular with recruiters, but losing its 
effectiveness with students and parents. 
 
Universities generally do not see an increase in funding for new student recruitment, so 
schools are forced to more with less.  Furthermore, university leaders are demanding 
accountability for all facets of university operations, which is driving more and more 
people to online advertising and lead generation, something that can be cost-effective if 
managed properly. 
 
Combined, online advertising, lead generation, good website management and a 
minimum of brand building offline media will help universities achieve their objectives 
and compete better. 
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About EducationDynamics 
 
EducationDynamics, a portfolio company of Halyard Capital, is a leading interactive 
marketing and information services company focused on helping higher education 
institutions find, enroll and retain students. Through some of the most visible education 
websites, including EarnMyDegree.com, eLearners.com, GradSchools.com, and 
StudyAbroad.com, as well as its Internet marketing services team, EducationDynamics 
is one of the leading providers of qualified leads for colleges and universities. The 
company offers a full suite of web-delivered products and services to manage a school's 
relationship with students across their entire life cycle from inquiry through enrollment to 
retention. 
 
EducationDynamics also publishes EDUInsight.com, an online journal and forum for 
exchange of best practices in student recruiting, retention and online education.  
Updated weekly, EDUInsight.com is where academic administrators can come together 
to understand and debate the issues of the day, analyze and review the latest trends, 
exchange ideas, and evolve common sense approaches to student recruiting, student 
retention and online education. 
 
 
If you have any questions about this white paper, EducationDynamics, and/or additional best 
practices in student recruiting and retention, please contact Mark Shay at 201-377-3007 or 
mshay@educationdynamics.com. 
 


