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TITLE OF CASE 

STUDY: 

 

 

1. Business situation 

 

Who is CEC? 

Career Education Corp (henceforth: CEC) owns a diverse portfolio of for-profit education 
properties, ranging from full-service universities to more specialized trade schools in the health, 
culinary, and art and design fields. Colorado Technical University (henceforth: CTU) is one of 
CEC’s two general ed university properties, with a comprehensive online offering as well as a 
national network of campuses. 

 

The category 

The non-traditional, for-profit secondary education category has experienced rapid and 
sustained growth over the past decade, but this “all-boats-rising” period is now complicated by 
several factors:  

 

The as yet undifferentiated marketplace has generated a crowded and increasingly 
competitive field. While University of Phoenix has long been the 800-lb. gorilla in this 
space, spending at least $100MM annually in marketing, many others have entered the 
fray and grown rapidly. 
 

Traditional, brick-and-mortar non-profit schools have begun to explore this space; while 
their selective admissions policies target a different group, they have long had 
“continuing ed” programs that may begin to compete more directly with for-profits over 
the next few years. 
 

Intense regulatory scrutiny and the advent of new legislation (known as “Gainful 
Employment”) is shaking up the business to an unprecedented degree as schools 
reconfigure program offerings and business models to comply. 

 

Business strategy 

Against this backdrop, CEC has undertaken a robust effort to understand its consumer base 
and to develop unique strengths for each school property in its portfolio, combating University of 
Phoenix’s “good for anybody” approach with segmented value propositions directed at the most 
promising clusters within the broader marketplace.  

 

CTU is a leading player in this portfolio strategy, with approximately 31,000 enrolled students 
and $465 million in annual revenue. At the same time, CTU began its journey with minimal 
unaided awareness, and -- as luck would have it -- the target that was chosen for the brand 
turned out to be the most prestige-conscious of all. The opportunity to make CTU stand for 
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something and distinguish itself from the pack is therefore tremendous and timely. We resolved 
to conduct an in-market test, pitting our new brand campaign against business-as-usual DM 
communications in matched pairs of markets. The outcome would decide whether or not to roll 
out our brand campaign nationally. Budget for the test market plan was modest. 

 

 

Marketing strategy 

The category overall is dominated by DR communications across all media, and heavily 
dependent on 3rd party lead aggregators in the online space. We believed a branded approach 
was necessary to set CTU apart from the herd, and to establish name recognition as a critical 
way into the consideration set. What’s more, we knew the name needed to stand for something 
important to our target, be a badge of some kind – something they could be proud to explain to 
others. 

 

Our strategic solution grew out of connecting our target’s need for networking with the amped 
up networking capacity that the social web offers: What if the dynamic people-power of LinkedIn 
and FaceBook were married to your educational platform?   

 

Framed this way, it feels almost inevitable that knowledge, long dormant in textbooks and bound 
by the physical confines of a lecture hall, would only become more powerful when flowing 
through a digital network of mentors and learners; that our digital connectivity and productivity 
would naturally lift our educational systems into new modes of schooling and experience. 

 

 

 

Campaign objectives 

Awareness is job 1.  

If we moved the needle here, we knew starts and enrolls would likely follow: research 
tells us that the majority of students select the first school that comes to mind.  

Active consideration and Conversion 

Our goal was to increase organic leads through coloradotech.edu (vs. purchased leads) 
and to drive incremental enrolls. 

 

We developed a 360 integrated campaign to define CTU’s value proposition, designed to drive 
both brand awareness / consideration, and leads and enrolls. 
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2. Research story 

Research was absolutely critical to the development of this campaign from start to finish. 

 

Phase 1: Target Segmentation Study 

A robust segmentation of prospects and current students in the post-secondary, for-profit 
education category revealed 9 psychographically distinct segments, each with its own education 
needs, attitudes, and world-views. Completed in late 2009, this work set the stage for a 
profound exercise in portfolio management that led CEC to carve up its school properties in 
alignment with the most promising segments identified in the study. 

 

With one of these segments identified as CTU’s primary target, the school was relieved of 
having to be all things to all people, or resorting to the table-stakes “convenience” messaging 
that dominates the category, especially in direct channels. We knew without even checking that 
“Go to school in your pajamas!” was not a message likely to resonate with our target…And how 
did we know? 

 

Phase 2: Ethnography 

Building on the statistical rigor of the segmentation study, we next set out to uncover the “why’s” 
behind the “who - what - and - how many’s” of the quant. – to make the segment live and 
breathe. We spent several hours with each study participant, in their natural habitats (most often 
a home setting), observing and interacting with them and family members.  

 

The key to garnering valuable insights with this method is reversing the traditional moderating 
set-up, where the researcher leads, and the respondent, well, responds. In a true ethnography, 
the participant leads – guides us through their world, in their words. They are the expert, we are 
the students. We pay a lot of attention to nonverbal cues and body language: when does the 
temperature in the room go up? When are they nervous, animated, embarrassed, laughing, 
defensive, etc., and why? 

 

Through this method, we arrived at a deep profile of the target, illuminating many of their key 
emotional needs. Phase 1 and 2 research insights allowed us to develop a rich profile of our 
target – one that would guide all subsequent campaign strategy and creative development. 

 

Phase 3: Target audience definition 

This group believes they are meant to do more in life, and they’re eager to tell you all about it. 
Always on the lookout for a competitive edge, advancing their education is a key way to win an 
advantage and improve their marketability. They are ambitious, and crave acknowledgement 
from peers and mentors. They love networking and impressing people. Their ambition and 
competitiveness meant that we had to somehow create a cool in-group for them to join. They’re 
not necessarily trail-blazers, but they’d dearly love to arrive at the Next Big Thing ahead of the 
herd… 

 

We had our strategic work cut out for us: we needed to sell an unknown quantity to a brand-
conscious group. And our strategy centered around the idea of branding the student, rather than 
branding the school. If the CTU student’s mindset became an aspirational lighthouse for our 
target, we could develop brand momentum by association. 
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Phase 4: Positioning Test 

We next developed 4 positioning statements engineered to appeal uniquely to our target, and 
one positioning territory in particular outperformed the other three, as well as the “fair-share 
benchmark” established by our research partner ARS. From there, we tweaked and sharpened 
language inside the statement to arrive at a super-positioning fortified with all of our learning to 
date.  

 

 

 

 

3. Campaign description 

We developed several creative expressions of the idea, with each round producing work closer 
to our goal of leading edge, “in-group” appeal. The result is our campaign, “CTU: Are You In?,”  

 

Creative executions 

The campaign highlights the “old school”-ness of the traditional educational path, reminding 
viewers how rapidly the world has changed while many of our colleges and universities seem 
entirely unchanged. If that’s good enough for the herd, it’s less than appealing for the CTU 
student; the :30 TV spot uses a visual metaphor to highlight a group of like-minded, forward-
thinking people, each of whom turns against the current only to find one another in the space 
created by their willingness to think for themselves.  

 

The tag, “Are you in?” is a call to action for all who perceive a mismatch between their ambitions 
and the confines of traditional education. 

 

As for our banner work, the marketing approach of branding the student (rather than the school) 
governs each sequence. The powerful first person voice (“My classroom has no walls. I have no 
ceiling.”) creates an intriguing new point-of-view – one that doesn’t apologize for being an online 
student. The key was to create a worthy networking partner for our Connected Achievers, 
someone whose opinion they would seek out and value; and CTU becomes way to make that 
connection. 

 

Media plan 

CTU ran a media local-market test to determine whether and how building brand awareness 
might impact enrollment. The test was conducted during the second half of 2011 across a 
sub-set of US markets. It included a combination of channels: Brand and DR TV, Radio, Display 
and Mobile. 
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4. Business results  

 

Objective I: Brand awareness 

Beginning from an extremely low baseline, Brand Awareness was measured through an in-
market test comparing control cells vs. test cells.  Control markets ran business-as-usual 
communications across all media, while test markets ran our  “CTU: Are You In?” campaign 
across the same channels, with the addition of TV and radio.  A brand awareness survey was 
then conducted pre- and post-launch to measure results. 

 

The campaign was tremendously effective: 

 Unaided awareness of CTU in test markets doubled.  

 Total Awareness of CTU increased substantially in the post-campaign period. 

 Total ad awareness increased massively compared to the pre-campaign levels. 

 

Objective II: Market effectiveness 

This objective is best measured by two attributes:  
 

1) Consideration: Volume of website visits to www.coloradotech.edu 

The site is CTU’s primary platform for organic leads. As a cost-free source, it is by far the 
preferred (and cheapest) channel.   

 

2) Conversion: Volume of new leads and enrolls garnered 

This was measured by comparing the performance of test markets against control markets over 
the period of the campaign. The testing period ran for most of 2011. The results were inspiring: 

 

Consideration - Site visits: 

The campaign launched to a strong start, immediately delivering an impressive spike in site 
visits. As the campaign matured, the control group actually declined in site visits, while test 
markets continued to rise, ultimately showing an even larger increase. 

 

Conversion drivers – Leads & enrolls: 

While organic leads were flat in the control cells, test cells showed a marked increase.  Enrolls 
actually declined in the control, while jumping impressively in the test markets.  

 

Based on these outstanding results, a national rollout scenario through 2014 predicts sizable  
incremental revenue above the business-as-usual scenario, driven by a relatively small 
incremental ad spend during the same period.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.coloradotech.edu/

