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 Marketing Smarts is brought to you by the MarketingProfs B2B Forum, taking 

place October 9 through 11 in Boston, Massachusetts. The 7th Annual B2B 
Marketing Forum is the premier event for B-to-B marketers worldwide who will 
flock to Boston this fall to learn about the trends, tactics, and implementation 
strategies available to today’s marketing leaders. 

 
 This two-day event is packed with 42 sessions, four keynotes, tons of networking 

opportunities, a lot of fun, and more B2B business smarts than you’ll find 
anywhere else this year. Marketing’s full of choices. Choose B2B. Use code 
“SMART” to get $100 off registration at mprofs.com/b2bsmart.  

 
Kerry: Hello. Welcome to Marketing Smarts, a podcast brought to you by 

MarketingProfs. I’m your host Kerry O’Shea Gorgone. Thank you for listening. 
 
 Before we get started I wanted to remind you that if you like what you hear on 

Marketing Smarts, and even if you don’t, you can always leave us a review in 
iTunes or a comment on our website. You’re also welcome to reach out to me 
directly via email, Kerryg@marketingprofs.com, or you can find me on Twitter 
@Kerrygorgone. 

 
 Today on Marketing Smarts I’ve invited Michael Stoner to join me for a 

conversation about the role of social media in higher education marketing and 
communication. During Michael’s 30-year career as a communicator and 
consultant, he served more than 250 education institutions, nonprofits, and 
businesses on four different continents. 

 
 His experience includes media relations, PR, marketing, and publications. 

Michael’s earned a reputation internationally as a recognized authority on 
integrating marketing, communications, and technology, and he’s spoken at 
hundreds of professional conferences about developing and using new media for 
institutional marketing and communications. 

 
 He’s also written extensively on the subject on his blog, MStoner.com, and in his 

new book, Social Works: How #HigherEd Uses #SocialMedia to Raise Money, 
Build Awareness, Recruit Students, and Get Results.  

 
 Michael, thank you for joining us. 
 
Michael: Thanks, Kerry. It’s great to be here. 
 
Kerry: Social Works comprises 25 really excellent case studies from colleges and 

universities that have successfully used social media to accomplish their 
marketing communication goals. In the book, you distill those case studies into 

best practices, sort of a guide for marketing 
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professionals in higher education. That’s an incredible undertaking. Talk to me 
about how this book came to be. 

 
Michael: It started in 2009 when I really wanted to find out what was happening on college 

campuses beyond having a Facebook page and having Twitter. Everybody had 
that, so “What do you do with it? How do you use it?” becomes a whole lot more 
important in how you integrate it into marketing, communications, branding 
initiatives, fundraising initiatives, and alumni relations engagement initiatives.  

 
 I started looking for examples of institutions that have done that and wrote a 

series of blog posts and as I looked at the posts on a blog that were attracting 
attention in the subsequent years, those posts kept getting accesses. It kind of 
surprised me because they were two and three years old. As of last year, some 
of them were three years old, but it demonstrated that there’s still value, there’s 
still need for those kinds of examples. 

 
 I started thinking about what we could do to utilize them in a way that was more 

beneficial and got them more widely disseminated. At the same time we’ve also 
done a survey over the past four years of how colleges and universities around 
the world are using social media in their fundraising, marketing, and alumni 
relations activities, which, in our business, we call an institutional advancement. 

 
 The reason for that is there are plenty of surveys like Pugh that say, “Here’s now 

teenagers, or here’s how parents, or here’s how segments of the general 
population are using social media.” But we didn’t really know much about how 
institutions were using those tools to communicate with the audiences. The 
survey has helped us to understand some of that use from the institutional 
perspective. 

 
Kerry: As much as I might read about email is dead, it’s over for email, I think people 

use it more than they realize. What is your view on the importance of email as 
part of this mix? How can institutions make their emails work in concert with their 
social efforts? 

 
Michael: It’s definitely true that email is still a killer app. I keep reminding people when I 

speak or consult that we’re parceling out our attention in smaller and smaller 
pieces and we can’t just rely on a mention on Facebook or a tweet to promote 
something, and that the more channels we use, the better chance we have of 
gaining somebody’s attention for an initiative.  

 
 Email is just such an incredibly important platform because it’s a platform that 

people rely on for so many important communications around business and even 
personal information. It’s an essential building block for all these campaigns. And 
your right, as I think about the important channels people use to promote these 
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campaigns, email is absolutely essential in so many of them. 
 
Kerry:  Say you’re in the higher education industry and you’re just starting out and you 

have not the resources to do a lot of research into specific subsets of your 
audience and their unique preferences, is there one that you would recommend, 
like a plain vanilla to-start-out mix so everyone can get started? 

 
Michael:  That’s a good question. The short answer is probably no. Of course it’s more 

complicated than that, Kerry, it has to be. I think it’s challenging. It really depends 
on the institution and it depends on how they have cultivated their audiences 
over time. For example, from the standpoint of alumni relations, some institutions 
have the ability to reach out to alumni through email because they have a decent 
list of alumni, they’ve kept in touch with those people and have done some things 
to make sure their lists are up-to-date, and they’ve cleaned them up. 

 
 So you can come in there and you can rely on the email list as a base and then 

you can add on Facebook or Twitter or some other social channels that you 
might be interested in building on. There might be a track record of engagement 
on Facebook, for example. But you can’t really say that a channel is the channel 
for a particular audience for a particular institution because it’s very specific. 

 
Kerry: I would imagine that how they’re going to use each channel needs to be tailored 

to their goals. How do you recommend educational institutions set their goals at 
the beginning? 

 
Michael: That’s right; it does have to be tailored to their goals. When we’re working with a 

client we want to look at, first of all, do they have a baseline of communication in 
the audience that they’re trying to reach?  

 
 Do they have an engaged audience on Facebook, for example? Do they have a 

good email list of that audience? Those are two key building blocks.  
 
 If they do, if they have that track record of engagement and relationship, then 

how can we set additional goals to help them meet their target if it’s a recruitment 
target or an alumni relations target or a fundraising target? 

 
 Of course, I’m really aware that the outcomes that a lot of people are using to 

measure engagement, the convenient measurements like re-tweets and likes, 
those are such cheap metrics. They’re so trivial. They have such a very short 
time span, like nanoseconds really.  

 
 So how do we do something real? How do we measure engagement in terms of 

actions that are important to the university like giving, for example? Or 
attendance at an event, or an application? That’s a lot harder to do. 
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 To some extent we can do that by links of from Facebook to accesses to a web 
page, to a microsite for example. There are ways of tracking that. It gets harder 
the more complicated the measurement is though.  

 
 This segment is a lot different than many commercial organizations because the 

ways of tracking and the outcomes are more diffuse. It’s not like selling a product 
where you can track sales for a commodity, for example. It’s a lot more 
complicated and harder to measure. But it’s still really really important, 
particularly as we get more sophisticated in the use of social media.  

 
Kerry:  I’ve been on both sides of the fence because I worked in marketing in higher 

education before I went into law, so I understand. I found, personally, that we run 
into some resistance at higher levels. Sometimes people felt that marketing in an 
educational institution was distasteful. Do you still run into that attitude? How can 
you work to assuage fears that you’re going to do an infomercial or something? 

 
Michael: I do think there still is some concern about that. Faculty members in particular 

sometimes bridle at the “M word,” or at the “B word”—heaven forbid we should 
use the word “brand” on campus. That’s a reality that we have to be aware of. On 
the other hand, there is a lot of concern right now in higher ed. In particular, 
about the long-term viability of the economic model, there’s concern about 
student debt, concern about outcomes.  

 
 The reality is that people in our industry need to be aware of messaging and 

differentiation and brand in just the same way that commercial organizations do. 
We might talk about it slightly differently, but the same principles are really 
important in higher education, and more so. 

 
Kerry:  That interests me because if you’re in the business of education, content 

marketing seems like a fantastic fit. You’re creating content nonstop, so it ought 
to be an easier transition to educate your audience about topics that will be of 
interest. Yet, if you add marketing to the content, it suddenly becomes distasteful, 
in my experience. 

 
Michael: That’s true, but thinking about it in a rigorous way and being able to do that 

content marketing at a high level professionally, there are costs involved in that. 
The question you asked earlier —how you measure the outcomes of 
engagement through social media— it’s difficult to measure the return on 
marketing investments for colleges and universities for a whole lot of reasons. 

 
 Let me just give you one example. We’re engaged in a project now with a 

university and we’re helping them to create a web presence and do a social 
campaign around one of their most significant university initiatives. When we first 
started doing our intake on campus, we learned there are hundreds maybe 
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thousands of people across this institution who are engaged in this initiative.  
 
 The way that they’re tracking their engagement is through a whole slew of 

databases from Excel spreadsheets up to fairly sophisticated CRM-like tools. 
 
 How do you bring all this together on a campus that is such a diversified 

environment from many different aspects? There is no one way to track all this 
activity and, therefore, there’s no one way to measure it. You can’t go from the 
activity to the measurement of the activity easily without a significant investment 
and changing culture, which is very difficult. 

 
Kerry: You mentioned how much work you do at MStoner.com and know you do 

consulting as well. Have you ever created a proposal that you really knew would 
turn an institution around and have them just say “no thanks?” 

 
Michael: Yes. One of the hard lessons I learned early on in my consulting career is our 

role as consultants is to take an organization up to and maybe a little bit past 
their level of discomfort. But if we move them too far beyond that, it’s very easy to 
have them dismiss our ideas out of hand because they’re so uncomfortable with 
the proposal, they’re so uncomfortable with the ideas—even if they’re not 
expensive or costly—that they’ll just dismiss them because it’s easier to stay 
where they are and make incremental changes. 

 
Kerry: Was there one particular idea you had for a college that you did not get to use 

and that was disappointing for you? 
 
Michael: Lots of times. I remember one time early on, for an example, when a president 

said to me that they wanted the best college website in the world, so we came 
back with our proposal to allow them to do that. When he saw the dollars 
attached to that proposal, he just freaked out and basically said, “We just can’t do 
this; we can’t afford it.” I said, “This is what you asked for.” He really pulled back. 

 
Kerry:  What is the best website in the world? I need to know. 
 
Michael: This was really on, highly personalized, lots of personal content. It involved 

blogging before blogging became popular and crowd-sourcing a lot of content for 
the institution. He and that institution were just not ready to take the leap at that 
point. Fast-forward five or six years. If they had done it they would have been 
way ahead of everybody else.  

 
 One of the challenges in our vertical is the challenge of what’s an appropriate risk 

for an institution to take? The process of innovation is not as embedded in higher 
education. Higher education is much more risk-averse than commercial 
organizations are now. You look at what’s happening in higher education right 

now, and look at an institution like Southern New 
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Hampshire University, SNHU.edu. Incredibly innovative institution. Paul LeBlanc, 
who is the president of SNHU, is a visionary leader. He is able to innovate 
because he’s pushing his institution to innovate, recognizing what’s happening in 
the landscape right now. He’s atypical among university presidents. 

 
 I think we’re entering a time now where we’ll see more innovation in higher ed 

because higher ed has to innovate, but that’s not been the typical approach. 
 
Kerry:  It’s interesting to me, though, because when you’re talking about innovation in 

education itself, they’re very nimble in terms of adopting new technologies for the 
classroom, trying a flipped classroom model and all of that. But try translating 
that to the institutional communications and suddenly it’s a very frightening thing. 
Why do you think there is that disconnect? 

 
Michael:  Because faculty have the ability to innovate in the classroom in a way that 

institution marketers don’t. I know a lot of people who are really smart and 
innovative in the way they market for their institutions and they can do these beta 
tests because they’re entrepreneurial. They try to scale that to the institution. It’s 
pretty difficult for a whole lot of reasons, and some of those reasons are cultural. 

  
 One of my favorite jokes is what is a tie vote in a faculty meeting? Two-hundred 

to one. Anybody who understands faculty culture will understand that joke. 
Higher ed operates on a consensus model. There are values to that model but it 
does lead to a more conservative approach to innovation.  

 
 A concern about how you balance the need for faculty support and research 

support with the need for marketing an institution and getting the message 
across and attracting the right kind of students and engaging alumni 
appropriately in the life of the institution in supporting the institution, those are 
challenges that every institution faces. The answer is every one is different. 

 
Kerry: Let’s talk about emerging platforms like Pinterest and Instagram. New channels 

for engagement are cropping up all the time. How do you recommend an 
institution decide when to jump in, which should they try, and how long should 
they hang in there and give it a chance before they decide that their resources 
are better used elsewhere. 

 
Michael: My usual statement about this is, “Don’t be everywhere until you can be 

awesome everywhere you are.” One of the things that I think is really important is 
that any institution—I think experimentation is a great thing, but I do get 
concerned when I see institutions focusing on new channels and not managing 
their existing channels very well.  

 
 Before anybody starts doing anything with Instagram or Pinterest, for example, I 

want to make sure that their website is really well-
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managed and up-to-date and that they are adding content to it regularly, that 
their doing a great job with their blogs, and that the channels that they really own 
are just humming along. 

 
 Once that’s the case, then hey. Then to those key channels I’d add Facebook. 

I’ve been on this mini-tirade about Pinterest because I see a lot of institutions 
jumping into Pinterest without a clear idea of what they’re going to do with it, and 
a very limited ability to use it effectively.  

 
 I see Instagram as categorically different because you can do a lot with 

Instagram and repurpose that content just about instantly in Facebook, so I think 
Instagram is a great channel. The other thing about Instagram is that prospective 
students, teenagers, of course, are using Instagram a lot and also young adults 
are using Instagram a lot. 

 
Kerry: I love what you said about the website because it’s so critically important that the 

website not only look decent, but be engaging or they’re just not going to stick 
around. What is something relatively easy that colleges and universities can do 
to make their website stickier? 

 
Michael: I think content marketing is really important. From a student recruitment 

standpoint, teens are interested in hearing about the institution from teens, from 
current students, and so that’s really important. I think that making sure they can 
find the social channels in which you’re engaged is important.  

 
 It’s not necessarily that they’re going to ask questions on your Facebook page, or 

that they’re going to go and like images that you’ve posted, but I think that they 
use those channels as a way of getting a sense of what the institution is like and 
what people are saying about it and checking out the chatter. 

 
 Just like they might go to your dining hall on a visit to campus and listen to the 

conversations and be there and get a sense of what the place is like. This is a 
way that they’re using your online presence as a proxy for that visit to see, “Am I 
going to feel comfortable here? What are the people like? What are they talking 
about? How do they feel about the institution?” It’s sort of that gut-level check. 

 
Kerry: Do you see a role for video-sharing sites like Vine, which is six seconds, or Tout, 

which permits longer video sharing? 
 
Michael: Yes. If an institution already has a good video strategy and wants to look at 

short-form video, I think that’s great. Without generating videos initially, I wouldn’t 
go there as a first step. 

 
Kerry: You’ve been blogging at MStoner.com for 12 years and you do consulting as 

well, and one of the things that you’ve mentioned that 
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comes up a lot is crisis communication. Are the schools that get social right in 
other contexts better able to get out in front of a crisis and keep people better 
informed in the event of an emergency? 

 
Michael: That’s absolutely the case. Any institution that doesn’t have its social channels 

built into a crisis communications plan is not being very smart about how they do 
things. These days it’s absolutely essential. You very quickly realize that you 
can’t think about social channels in a crisis if you haven’t thought about social 
channels before a crisis.  

 
 If you don’t have an official Twitter feed and you don’t have an official Facebook 

page or pages for the university, you’re caught totally flat-footed in a crisis. They 
just become part of the rumor stream and there’s no way to correct 
misperceptions and rumors and the stuff that’s floating around during a crisis.  

 
 There’s a case study in the book from Missouri S&T University about how they 

used their social channels in a crisis when a shooter was on campus. The reason 
that they could be so effective was that they had already established an official 
Twitter feed and an official Facebook page and people knew that if they came to 
those channels or came to the Missouri S&T website they would find up-to-date, 
accurate information there. Those were channels then that the university could 
use to relay accurate information to the public, rather than just have them be 
perceived as possibly part of the rumor stream. 

 
 People need to be paying attention to Facebook and Twitter in a crisis, minute-

by-minute, as part of the crisis communications and have somebody responding 
as quickly as possible. 

 
Kerry:  By the way, who should that somebody be, in your view? 
 
Michael: Generally, I think best practice for crisis communication is having a small team of 

people who are charged with responding in a crisis. 
 
Kerry: The need to keep content across channels audience-centric rather than brand-

centric is a critical point in success, so how can colleges and universities that 
want to use these networks for fundraising, how can they do that and still keep 
their messaging audience-centric? 

 
Michael: When we’re working with clients in something like this, we’re looking at a content 

strategy and we’re looking at a calendar that helps them organize the content 
across these channels and match that against what’s happening at the institution 
during a certain time, look at what content they’re developing, what audiences 
are interested in on one hand, which is the audience-centric piece, and what the 
institution needs to communicate to them on the other hand, which is, “We have 

to get results from this channel piece.” For a small 
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institution, this doesn’t have to be incredibly complicated, but the more thinking 
an institution does, the better off they are.  

 
It’s innovative and it’s a best practice to have a regular meeting, say a weekly 
meeting, to review what’s happening this week. How are we going to 
communicate it? How are we going to manage these communications across the 
different channels we have? If people aren’t thinking it through and managing it 
up front they’re not going to be very successful in their outcomes. 
 

Kerry: Michael, thank you so much for joining us. I really appreciate you taking the time 
today. 

 
Michael: Thank you, Kerry. It’s really been interesting. I really appreciate it. 
 

To get your own copy of Social Works: How #HigherEd Uses #SocialMedia to 
Raise Money, Build Awareness, Recruit Students, and Get Results, please visit 
eduniverse.org/socialworks. 

 
 You can find Michael Stoner at his blog, MStoner.com, or follow him on Twitter at 

MStonerblog. 
 

Thank you for listening here to the very end. This has been the Marketing Smarts 
podcast brought to you by MarketingProfs. I’m your host Kerry O’Shea Gorgone. 
Talk with you next week. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
  


