
 

 

TITLE OF CASE STUDY: GED Application 
 

 

Background and Campaign Objectives 
 
The Great Recession hit many of us in different ways. However, America’s least-educated were hit 
the hardest.  Those without a high school degree have been the most vulnerable. For those who 
remained employed, many had to take on a lower paying job, or multiple jobs, with odd hours. 
Most recognize that a GED diploma would improve their prospects.  But few have the wherewithal 
or the confidence to take even the first step toward a degree.  
 
According to the US Census Bureau, approximately 35.7 million adults (18-64) do not have a high 
school diploma. While keeping teens in school is one issue, motivating adults to return to school 
for a GED Diploma is a different, and even more challenging, issue. Lacking a high school 
diploma, these individuals will be far more likely to spend their lives periodically unemployed, on 
government assistance, or cycling in and out of prison.  Obtaining a GED means attaining basic 
literacy skills, providing a valuable credential to potential employers.  Also, it is often the gateway 
to further education, in community college and beyond. 
 
While high school dropouts rationally recognize the value of a GED Diploma, what they really 
need is a spark to get them started. This campaign’s goal is to inspire potential adult students to 
take the first step toward getting their GED Diploma. Directing them to a toll-free number and 
website would allow them to locate local GED education centers with free or low cost courses, 
and to learn the steps necessary to obtain a GED. 

 
Objectives and KPI’s 

 
Our overarching goal is to inspire potential adult students to take action by coming to our website 
or calling our hotline for information about obtaining a GED Diploma.  
 
Goal #1: Maximize donated media to support the campaign 
 
Ad Council campaigns rely on donations of time and space from media properties large and small 
nationwide.  We needed to persuade public service directors and other decision makers that this 
is an issue worthy of their support, especially those with a higher reach among the campaign’s 
target audience. We wanted to maximize donated media in order to promote our cause and drive 
potential students to our website or toll free number.  Next to that, at least two decades had 
passed since the last public service announcement toward getting a GED Diploma was on air. 
 
Goal #2: Drive traffic to YourGED.org to get information about getting a GED Diploma 
 



Our primary goal was to motivate potential students to go out and get the information they 
needed to take steps toward obtaining a GED Diploma. As this was a new website, benchmarks 
were not yet in place, so our goals were to: 
 

 Maximize visitor sessions to the website 
 Direct as much traffic as possible to key sections of the website, especially: Six easy steps 

to getting your degree 

 Number of searches using the ‘GED Prep Center Finder’ tool 
 
Goal #3: Motivate potential students to call the toll-free 877# for information about 
getting a GED Diploma 
 
Our sponsor hosts a live-operator call center that counsels potential students on the steps they 
need to take, and where to find local services.  The number of calls to this hotline is another key 
success measure. 
 

 
The Big Idea and Research Story 

 
We had questions, and our target held the answers. We set out to learn about the lives, mindsets 
and experiences of those who had dropped out of high school as well as those who that had 
returned for their GED Diploma. Through exploratory research we mapped the journey from 
dropping-out to GED Diploma achievement. We wanted to understand the emotional barriers and 
triggers that encouraged or discouraged our potential students to take that first step toward a 
GED Diploma. 
 
To complete our research objectives we utilized every possible resource at our disposal. Through 
the work of the great planning team at DDB, the issue expertise of Dollar General, and the 
research expertise of Hall and Partners we were able to come up with well targeted exploratory 
research plan that was able to identify and gain insights from our very narrow target. For our 
exploratory research we spoke to both to GED holders and GED Seekers in the cities of Memphis 
and Chicago. Six 2 hour groups were conducted (6 per group) with a mix of urban/suburban 
respondents in Chicago and a mix of mix of rural/suburban respondents in Memphis.  
 
Many valuable insights were discovered through qualitative research. Our initial thoughts on 
targeting were to focus in on those who had most recently dropped out, ages 18-21.  The more 
we spoke with people, the more we came to understand that our core target were age 25-35.  
Those who are younger typically go through a “head in the sand” stage when they live paycheck-
to-paycheck. It’s not until their mid to late twenties when regret starts to set in and they start to 
realize the limitations of life without a high school diploma.  
 
Our respondents shared a variety of stories explaining why they had dropped out. Some were 
personal issues such as boredom with classes, learning disabilities, struggles with conformity, or 
thinking they had all the answers. At times, environmental factors such as peer pressure, getting 
in with the wrong crowd, or a lack of support at home where some to name a few. Emotionally, 
this was a turbulent time in their lives. We often heard that dropping out of school felt like the 
only way out. For many, dropping out was a huge sense of relief. Consequently, many reveled in 
their newly found sense of “freedom.” One respondent stated: “I was working and having fun. I 



partied and didn’t care about anything else. I did that for about five years (Source: GED Diploma 
Exploratory Research, March 2009).” 
 
This sense of false freedom was one of many insights that helped us understand high school 
dropouts and their journey. But we wanted to dig deeper. We needed to delve further into the 
emotional triggers that led to that moment of realization--that moment when they awakened and 
began to realize it was time to take further their education. 
 
A variety of triggers lead to this realization. However, there was one that intrigued us as it was 
interrelated with the desire for “freedom.” Respondents told us they felt a sense of growing 
dissatisfaction. They saw friends getting ahead or co-workers being promoted over them. Many 
reached a glass ceiling at work or were moving from one dead-end job to the next. Their false 
sense of freedom had run out and they felt trapped. 
 
Ironically, freedom was what they were after when they decided to drop out of high school. In a 
way, they had come full circle and were feeling trapped again. It would be only natural for them 
to seek out freedom once more. Ultimately, this led us to the creative challenge. How could we 
dramatize this feeling of entrapment in a way that would promise freedom, empowerment and 
optimism? Our call to action for the campaign was simple: 
 
“Renew your sense of freedom with a GED Diploma and take the first step toward a brighter 
future.” 
 
From this, we were able to create creative concepts based on the key insights we gained from 
our exploratory research. Using these concepts we conducted focus groups to see if our creative 
was influencing our target as we hoped. In partnership again with Hall and Partners, we carried 
out four 1 hour groups (with 5 per session) in the Greater Chicago, IL. All Participants were ages 
25-35 and had to be seriously considering getting their GED in the next year or two. The 
response we received was immediate and encouraging: our message resonated with our target 
and motivated them to take the first step in pursing their GED diploma. 
 
Lastly, to measure the success of our campaign further, we enlisted the help of Insight Express to 
conduct a national mobile phone tracking survey of this hard-to-reach target. (We also partnered 
with Millennial Media who donated 10 million mobile impressions to help recruit respondents for 
the postwave survey.) We conducted a pre wave sample in June 2010, and will conduct the 
postwave in March 2012.  

 
The Campaign 

 
Launched in June 2010, the campaign exists on multiple platforms: television, radio, bus shelters, 
billboards, web, mobile and print all drive traffic to the website and toll-free number. 
 
For television, we wanted to dramatize the feeling of being trapped in life and what it feels like to 
take the first step towards a GED Diploma. So we portrayed people with whom our target could 
relate — individuals in work or home situations that are difficult or unfulfilling. Then we show 
them dramatically taking a first step towards their future, with all their might and power, pushing 
down the walls of the jobs that were confining them, eliminating the figurative barriers in their 
lives. The goal was to connect with the audience emotionally.  When we hear from the audience 



about how good it felt watching the characters break free from their lives by knocking down 
walls, we knew we had something that would resonate. 
 
In radio, we once again wanted to paint a portrait of someone the target audience could relate 
to. A variety of voices provided the narration of Nikki Baker’s life — a young woman who endured 
childhood abuse, dropping out of high school, running away and working two jobs to support her 
family. As one of the voices puts it halfway through the spot, “She felt stuck, stuck, stuck, 
stuck…” Once again, this was a moment with which our target really connected and related. But, 
as the radio spot continues, it’s clear that being stuck is not the end of the line for Nikki — she 
gets unstuck when she takes the first step towards her GED Diploma. Ultimately, we hear Nikki’s 
GED graduation and her uplifting journey of hope is complete. 
 
Bus shelters, billboards, digital banners, and print were designed to help the target feel like a 
GED Diploma was within reach. Ads resembled a diploma and featured encouraging phrases such 
as, “Here’s your first chance for a second chance,” “The only thing you have to lose is your 
frustration,” and “You’ve dreamed of seeing your kids at graduation, but never imagined it would 
be you on the stage.” After seeing potential GED Students hold our ads in their hands and say, “It 
feels great holding a diploma” we felt like we had created something that our target could really 
connect to. 
 
Finally, we created YourGED.org. The website was designed to make the GED process less 
intimidating and make the diploma seem more attainable. In order to do that, we filmed videos of 
real people with whom the audience could relate — people who left high school unfinished, 
struggled finding their ways in life, but then went on to earn their GED Diplomas. Each and every 
one of the real GED students and graduates in the videos encouraged the audience to take the 
first step and helped walk potential students through the process of getting a GED Diploma. The 
website also utilized a large, ever growing database that contained GED prep centers organized 
by zip code. Potential GED students would go on to use this to tool to find a place to “take the 
first step” in getting their GED diploma nearby 
 

Results 
 
 

Goal #1: Maximize donated media to support the campaign 
 
We obtained a total of more than $29.8 million in donated media since the launch of our 
campaign.  This is on par with other well-performing Ad Council campaigns, but more gratifying 
since the target is so narrow and the issue is not top-of-mind among media decision makers. 
 
Source: Ad Council Media Report, 3Q 2011 
 
Goal #2: Drive traffic to YourGED.org to get information about getting a GED Diploma 
 

 We drove more than a two million (2,430,346) unique visitors to our website since 
launch. 

 We generated more than 7,359,283 page views. 
 Our online “find a center” zip code search was utilized more than 249,225 times. 
 

Source: YouGED.org Google Analytics, February 2012 



 
Goal #3: Motivate potential students to call the toll free 877# for information about 
getting a GED Diploma. 
 
In addition to website visits, 38,371 potential students called our hotline for more 
information about getting their GED Diploma. That’s 29 percent higher than the initial estimate of 
18,000 calls per year (Source: ProLiteracy National Literacy, Directory Referral Partnership. 
January 2012). 
 
Source: ProLiteracy National Literacy, January 2012 
 

Result Significance 
 
Goal #1 – This was a launch year for the adult literacy initiative. We exceeded all expectations 
from our clients at the Ad Council as well as the Dollar General Adult Literacy Foundation. From a 
societal perspective, we brought adult literacy back to the forefront of social issues. The 
incredible amount of donated media validates our cause. 
 
Goal #2 – The Dollar General Literacy Foundation facilitated the creation of and is the sole 
funder for the National Literacy Directory. The directory is a listing of almost 10,000 nonprofit 
organizations that provide literacy services for adults. Since the launch of the campaign, more 
than 1,000 non-for-profit education centers have asked to be included in the directory 
(Source: Dollar General Literacy Foundation Report, 2011). This is great news as making it easier 
for students to find GED prep centers is critical for our overall success.  
 
We expected some people to gather information at YourGED.org and prep themselves to take 
action. However, over 249,225 potential students used the GED Prep center finder on our 
search bar to find an education center near them (Source: YouGED.org Google Analytics, 
February 2012). It’s evident that our campaign was persuasive in its ability to drive potential 
students to the website and also take the next step to find an education center in their area. 
 
Goal #3 – More than 38,371 potential students called our national hotline. This was a significant 
number of calls, as we know that people would rather view this type of information on a website 
at their own leisure, free of commitment, rather than picking up the phone and talking to 
someone. This means we were able to incite at least 38,371 potential students to seriously 
consider getting their GED Diploma. 


