
REACHING COMMUNITY COLLEGE TRANSFER 
STUDENTS; DIGITALLY AND TRADITIONALLY

By Darren Johnson

May 22-24, 2018, NYSTAA Conference, Syracuse, NY



WHO AM I?

 College Newspaper Adviser

 College Marketing Adviser

 Two-Year College Enrollment Marketing Leader

 Four-Year Private College Communications Leader

 Graduate Private College Marketing Leader

 Four-Year SUNY Communications Administrator

 College PR, Advertising and Journalism Instructor

 Campus News 2-Year College Paper Publisher 



WHO I HAVE WORKED DIRECTLY FOR



SOME NYS ADVERTISERS AND THEIR AGENCIES
I HAVE WORKED WITH IN THE PAST YEAR

 Adelphi

 Molloy

 LIU

 Mercy

 St. Joseph’s

 Alfred U.

 STAC

 Old Westbury

 Vaughn

 Farmingdale

 Concordia

 CIA

 Purchase

 Five Towns

 St. Francis

 Paul Smith’s

 SUNY Ulster

 Queens

 SUNY Schenectady

 Austin & Williams

 DCW Media

 Mintz & Hoke

 Inkwell Communications

 Plus several others in 
previous years

 Plus New England, New 
Jersey and other colleges



ANSWERS YOU SHOULD KNOW

 What percent of your new admits are transfers?

 What percent of your admissions marketing budget is aimed directly at 
transfers?

 Who controls that budget? You? Another office on campus? An agency?

 What is your relationship with the marketer? 

 Can you influence: 

The message? 
The art?
The buy?



TRANSFER MARKETING ASSUMPTIONS

 Community college students are now younger and closer to the traditional age 
than in the past. (AACC 2017 Fact Sheet: 51% are under 21; 40 percent are age 22-
39, and 10 percent are over the age of 40.)

 Community college students are very diverse and less financially secure than their 
four-year counterparts. (Hechinger Report 2016: “Nationally, just 36 percent of 
low-income transfer students complete a B.A. compared with 44 percent of 
middle and upper income students.”)

 New York Community College students are 52% Black/Hispanic (Community 
College Review).

 “Of the 33 percent of community college students who transfer to four-year 
colleges, 42 percent complete a bachelor's degree within six years. In other words, 
14 percent of the entire cohort of entering community college students earns a 
bachelor's degree within six years” (Jenkins & Fink, 2016). Target the best.



ALSO BE AWARE: GEN Z IS HERE

Matt Stewart, CollegeWorks:

Gen Z is not Millennial. They don’t trust sites like 
Facebook and have a “Fear Of Missing Out” (FOMO).

Their helicoptering parents are direct influencers (you 
need to win them over, too).

The smart phone is not a big deal to them.

Their attention span is less, at least with digital 
mediums.



THUS…

 They are time-crunched, with 
jobs and harried lives. Be quick. 
Stress ease of transfer. 

 They do want a quality 
education – don’t come off as 
“cheap” or a “bargain,” but 
scholarships do work.

 Ads should convey diversity 
and address FOMO.



ANOTHER STRONG TRANSFER AD



YIKES! 
THIS FORM OF MARKETING IS SO DEAD!



AND THIS IS NOT NEARLY ENOUGH



SOME GENERAL MARKETING 
ASSUMPTIONS…

 It takes 12-17x for a message to be heard (a 
transfer table once a semester is not 
enough)

 An ad in a negative venue is worse than no 
ad at all (David Ogilvy)
 Dirty bus terminals

 Garbage can ads

 Raunchy daytime TV

 Run-of-network Internet

 Perhaps even Facebook is questionable as far 
as Gen Z goes

 A diversity of media has the best effect
 But don’t copy Saul!



WHAT CAN WORK WITH GEN Z

 Instagram/Snapchat aimed at them

Facebook “hometowners” aimed at their influencers

Giveaways (a T-shirt on an influential CC student)

Niche Print

Niche TV (carefully curate the buy)

Ambassadors

Convey Integrity, Authenticity, Trust



THE MESSAGE

 Transfer students are welcome

 Transfer is made easy

 We are a quality institution

 We are diverse

 This is a step up (that you can 
handle)

 Scholarships/Aid

 Soft sell



THE ART

 Clear photos

 Real students, professionally shot

 Clean text

 Aspirational headline

 Avoid desperation

 No gimmicks 

(buses delivering diplomas, 
cartoons)



THE BUY – PRINT 



THE BUY – PRINT 

 Niche Student Print
 Picked up by students who like to read (more likely to transfer)

 Affordable

 Is the only way to advertise directly on campus 24/7

 Also picked up by parents, professors and other “influencers”

 Picked up by summer students who are undecided

 Picked up by year-round students – eventually has an effect

 Brought home to siblings who may attend your college

 Minority and immigrant students are especially reached

 Ads appear next to trusted content

 Gen Z likes print

 Not all community college students have state-of-the-art 
devices



THE BUY – TV 

 Poll transfer students as to their viewing tastes; channels/shows

 Form focus groups

 Find out zip code info as to where your transfers come from

 Negotiate with your cable TV rep; be willing to walk away

 Summer and after Christmas are more affordable

 A niche TV cable buy can be surprisingly affordable and effective

 Some channels may include Freeform, Comedy Central, Lifetime, BET, Food (for 
Culinary programs), Hallmark and more

 Cut different spots for different channels and to show diversity



THE BUY – DIGITAL

 Facebook “Hometowners”

 As little as $1 spend per student

 Work-study students can 
perform this task

 Boost to all people in student’s 
hometown

 Boost to fans of student’s 
community college



DON’T FORGET THE CALL-TO-ACTION

 Put name of hometown in the lead: John Doe, a 
resident of ____, has been accepted as a transfer 
student to XYX College where he will major in ____. 
He previously was a student at ABC Community 
College …

 Put boiler and a call-to-action at the end of every 
post … Ranked by ___ as one of the top universities 
in Northeast, XYZ College offers seamless transfer 
for qualifying ABC Community College students and 
generous financial aid packages. For more 
information about transferring to XYZ college, visit 
____, call ____, or email _____. 



THE BUY – GROWTH

 Advocate with your ad decisionmaker for 
proportional transfer advertising

 Beware if you are told advertising budget is 
being frozen or reduced – a bad sign

 Change ads regularly to support growth

 Convey anecdotal and quantitative data about 
transfer demographics and needs regularly to 
your advertising decisionmaker

 Your two best friends – your advertising 
decisionmaker and transfer counselors at your 
feeders and beyond (know your feeder stats)



QUESTIONS, COMMENTS, HELP

Darren Johnson

518-879-0965

editor@cccnews.info


