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ENGAGING THE                  
STUDENT-CUSTOMER 

How higher education can use experiential marketing to 
understand, recruit and retain the student demographic. 

ENGAGING THE STUDENT-CUSTOMER �1

More students are 
questioning the value 
of higher education for 
their money, and their 
ability to secure 
employment.
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ivory tower: meet madison avenue 
Higher education has become—like many industry verticals—a crowded marketplace. Institutions 
can no longer rely on legacy and reputation as primary recruitment tools. Today’s prospective 
students and their families have many choices, and they also face many challenges that will impact 
their higher ed decisions. And with factors like choice and challenge, students are increasingly 
approaching the prospect of higher education with the mindset of a consumer looking for the cost-
benefit. So how can institutions differentiate and demonstrate value for the dollar? And how best 
can institutions communicate their value to this new student-consumer?


While colleges and universities are no stranger to traditional marketing, most have yet to fully 
embrace the potential of experiential marketing strategies to deliver holistic and immersive 
experiences that drive lasting engagements and positive sentiment. This piece will present key 
insights and suggest strategies for how higher education might leverage best practices from 
experiential marketing to engage deeply with today’s student-customer.      
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part 1 
negotiating trust and value. 

Higher education is big business. And business is bad. 
In recent years, the business of higher education in the United States has been the topic of extreme 
scrutiny. The encroaching threat of online diploma mills and private institutions without proper 
accreditation have dramatically altered the public’s perception of and respect for the traditional 
college experience (eLearners).  The range of 
selection in higher education can also be 
confusing to navigate, considering local and 
community colleges offer associate's and 
professional degree programs, in addition to 
state and private colleges and university four-
year bachelor’s degrees. This choice is 
compounded by the convoluted process of 
securing financial aid to supplement tuition 
costs nearly three times higher in 2010 than in 
the 1980’s (Taylor et al. 26).





While studies continue to show that on average, 
college graduates earn more and are more likely to 
be employed than non-grads, tuition cost and 
student loans give students and their families rightful 
cause to question the value of higher education 
(Taylor et al. 6).  Pew research from 2011 shows the 
burden of student debt makes it hard for recent 
graduates to make ends meet, and student debt can 
even cause delay in making important life and career 
decisions like buying a home or starting a family 
(Taylor et al. 45).  
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“If college students and their 
families are questioning the 
ROI and taking a deeper 
look at what their 
alternatives are, they may 
no longer determine – en 
masse – that a college 
education is the path to the 
American Dream.” 

   - DAN ROSENSWEIG, CEO CHEGG

Not enough bang for the buck. Nearly 
60% of students think higher ed is 
doing a fair or poor job for the money.
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Value and the student-customer. 
The expectation of value for a product or service is nothing new to the generation we call The 
Millennials as well as the high-school aged generation to follow them known as Generation Z 
(Hawkings). According to FutureCast’s data insight blog, MillennialMarketing.com, millennials 
control $1.3 trillion of direct spending power, and they account for 21% of consumer discretionary 
purchases. Their choice of purchase is also tied to how they feel about the company, citing, “37 
percent of millennials are willing to purchase a product or service to support a cause they believe 
in,” and 40% of millennials want to participate in co-creation of products and brands. Maybe even 
more importantly, a staggering 70% feel a responsibility to share feedback with companies after a 
good or bad experience (FutureCast). And if that type of engagement can make brands uneasy, it’s 
not a huge leap to consider the impact of transparency and feedback on a college or university, 
especially if the experience isn’t favorable.  


And so we see that engagement, social justice, and transparency are critically important to 
purchase decisions for millennials and their successors. And the manner in which they regard higher 
ed is likely no different.


The academic experience. 
So what does this mean for higher education? For millennials, 
value is closely bound to their ability to co-create, feel good 
about their choices and provide honest feedback. And 
honestly, higher ed is falling short in their opinion. In a recent 
Pew survey of college presidents, a healthy 74% agreed that it 
was ‘very important’ for higher education to prepare students 
to be productive members of the workforce (Taylor et al. 62).  
However, while millennials and their parents also agree with 
studies that higher education provides the opportunity for 
better employment upon graduation, many recent college 
graduates express regrets in how well prepared they were for 
those job opportunities (Taylor et al 2).


So where is the disconnect? Students are likely looking for 
more help—academically, practically and socially—in 
preparing for what comes next. On an emotional level, that 
seems to strike at the core of their value system. Perhaps 
students are expecting the kind of support and service they 
already get from other prized products and services.  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Biggest regrets? Millennials, more 
than former generations, wished 

college would have given them 
more work experience.
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part 2                                                 
advertising is fake. experiences are real. 

What is experiential marketing? 
The ad campaigns of most colleges and universities promote academics and the promise of a great 
future built on a solid education from their institutions. They tout rankings and graduation rates, but 
what does this tell someone about what it really feels like to become part of the place? 
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Students reach for the sky. As part of their Generation Beyond 
program, Lockheed Martin’s Mars Experience Bus is the first 
immersive virtual reality vehicle ever built which replicates 200 miles 
of the red planet’s surface. The bus travels across the country and lets 
STEM students experience an interactive, simulated ride on Mars.
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A cool way to get noticed. 
Sprite demonstrates the 
power of refreshment by 

installing giant fresh-water 
showers on one of the 

hottest beaches in Brazil. 

A dream made real. The Bentley 
Studio helps people curate and 
commission their $200,000 
dream vehicle from 1.3 billion 
possible feature combinations. 
The pop-up store in NYC features 
a guided, interactive experience 
where visitors create a visual 
lifestyle matrix to personalizes 
their choice of features and 
colors. An onsite product 
designer offers visitors the 
opportunity to feel the leather 
and see color swatches, as he 
creates a sketch of the visitor’s 
one-of-a-kind, bespoke Bentley.

Great experiential marketing puts a brand’s image to the test. An experiential 
strategy becomes the living extension of the brand promise, allowing audiences 
to climb aboard and live the story the brand is telling.
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Insomuch that a person’s recollections hold weight, experiences are real. Memories of an 
experience inherently implies sentiment for that experience, and therefore can hold great sway over 
a person’s opinion of a person, brand—or even a university.
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Each year, American Express thanks its 
customers through unique fan experiences at 
the US Open. In 2013, they presented Art and 
Sound of Tennis, where fans created giant 
moving installations by swinging customized 
racquets. The art was recorded and available 
to fans and their friends through digital media.     
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part 3 
bridging the gap. 
Key experiential marketing insights for higher education. 
How does the traditional university evolve to meet the needs of the student-customer? Where can 
we apply best practices of experiential marketing? By now, it should be clear that the value added 
proposition higher education ought to offer students is the promise of immersive, relevant and 
memorable experiences. Of course, each institution should identify its key differentiator and develop 
a solid brand as well. But remember, it’s what a brand 
does, not what it says, that holds the key to value and 
lasting relationships. 


Below are some strategies to consider when engaging 
student-consumers in your institution’s value proposition. 


Engage the funnel 
Perhaps this means something different to students, but in 
marketing, ‘the funnel’ is the construct of communication 
strategy that brings a consumer through each phase of 
interaction with a product or service—from awareness, to 
interest and finally action, purchase or adoption. 


In his book, Experiential Marketing, Kerry Smith explains how, 
unlike other marketing touch-points, experiential is the only 
channel with the ability to engage the consumer through every 
phase of the marketing funnel (13). This is great news for 
higher education, whose student experience solidly reflects 
the marketing customer journey: it begins with recruitment; 
through application and acceptance; to retention and 
graduation; and finally to alumni relations. It is best curated by 
skilled student advocates who are fluent in goal-setting but 
also hold the career-based knowledge to help students design 
a track toward achievement.


Along this journey, there are many opportunities to continually 
demonstrate to your student-customers the value of their experience. Creating a cohesive end-to-
end experience, with positive moments along the way, is sure to make memories that last a lifetime.
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What a brand does—not 
what it says— holds the 
key to value and lasting 
relationships.

CREDIT: MOMENTUM WORLDWIDE
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Appeal to the whole person 
Understanding your demographic means more 
than facts and figures, it is ultimately about divining 
their unmet—and often unspoken—needs. As 
we’ve seen above, students face a number of 
financial, career and social pressures, in addition to 
the rigor of their coursework. Focus on creating the 
types of experiences that best prepare them to 
cope with this time of change. 


Practical skill building could be anything from 
introducing more career-based training seminars 
and soft skill workshops to hosting social meet-
and-greet events with career professionals. 


Why not evolve the internship program to an 
immersive hybrid lecture/field capstone course? 
Wholistic efforts like these may mean a softer 
transition into the ‘real’ world, and a more favorable 
assessment of the institution that provided it.


Reflect the student you want to attract 
Advertisers know a brand should look and sound like who it’s 
selling to. Perhaps it’s time for higher ed to consider a similar 
approach. It’s no surprise that millennials are what we call the 
first digitally native demographic. And while higher ed may have 
adopted presence in social media, today’s students crave 
omnichannel engagement that allows them to participate fully. 


Engaging marketing can become a catalyst to bring people 
together. Consider a fully dynamic college fair experience 
where prospective students are immersed in the school culture 
through vignettes of current students and professors talking 
about everything from majors of study to sports and Greek clubs.   A place where they can 
immediately engage in social media for the school. An interactive map that takes students across 
campus, meeting and learning along the way. 
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“If you’re not heavily 
engaged in rethinking 
your curriculum, your 
online availability, 
instruction, career 
services, the construct of 
your degree programs, 
you will be replaced.” 

   - DAN ROSENSWEIG, CEO CHEGG
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Imagine the impact of a dynamic tool that can 
show prospective students, incoming freshmen or 
soon-to-be graduates how their major 
concentrations can turn into gainful employment 
opportunities by connecting them with real-time 
job-search databases. Experiences like these begin 
a relationship of trust, based in understanding the 
needs of your prospect, engaging on their playing 
field, and delivering the experience they expect.


Don’t dismiss edutainment 
Experiential marketers rely on surprise and delight to make 
meaningful moments. Designing experiences is a multi-sensory 
prospect. Simulation and game-based learning has proven to be 
successful for practicing surgeons, airline pilots and firefighters 
(Lateef). Why wouldn’t some form work for subjects like 
undergrad biology—or even history? Perhaps it could help 
students practice interview and presentation skills. While 
professors may be comfortable augmenting lectures with well-
placed multi-media, employing more immersive technology offers 
the potential to enrich discussion and increase engagement with 
content outside the classroom as well.


be the brand. and be ready for change. 
The shift higher ed would make from delivering information to creating experiences will certainly 
have implications for curriculum, program development and assessments, as well as the 
administration. It will mean employing professionals with backgrounds in event production and 
creative technology as subject matter experts to assist in designing experiences. It will mean 
aligning with brands and organizations to sponsor events that are reflective of the student-customer 
culture. Most of all, it will mean a shift in the way professors, administrators and student advocates 
engage with the whole student, while also demonstrating value for the customer.  


Just imagine the smiley faces you’ll get!  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Seeing is believing. Millennials who attend 
live events show greater trust and affinity for 
brands that sponsor those events.
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About freejade LLC 

Jade Snyder is a consultant to the advertising industry and academic institutions. With an MFA in 
Writing from the Savannah College of Art and Design, Jade’s research and writing is focused on the 
intersections of marketing, social science and academia. She brings her experience of more than 20 
years as a creative director and strategist for agencies to solve marketing, strategy and positioning 
challenges for higher education clients. As a lecturer for higher education, Jade also develops 
course curricula and programs for media and communications departments. A passionate teacher, 
Jade shares what she has learned with her students through research and practical experience.
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