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ABSTRACT

Many organizations have adopted and readily accepted e-learning as a part of their training models. However, one
topic that does not offen come up in discussions is how fo effectively market distance education (DE) programs. Ever
wonder why a distance educational program has had low enrollment and completion rates? This paper will address the
importance of Integrating markefing info distance education initiatives. This paper tells how strategic planning,
designing/developing, promoting, Implementing, and evaluating a marketing corh,oolgn for DE programs can greatly
influence participation and motivation in the programs. This paper aiso gives examples of effective and ineffective DE
marketing campaigns, and will ultimately fteach how fo create a highly effective DE marketing strategy and campaign.
With this goalin mind., one canlearn notonly how to create awinning DE marketing campaign, but also, how fo evaluate
and determine the return on investment (ROI). Evaluation and ROI are two crucial steps that should not be left behind with

DE marketing campaigns.

How to Effectively Market Distance Education Programs

Itisafactthatthe distance education programs have not
been successful always as expected. A common
problem"rhcn‘ can be seen in a distance education
program is, majority of people are not interested in
enrolling in such program, and those who have enrolled in
such programs have only started the course, but not
completed it in due time. When management comes to
know about the low enrollment and completion rates and
asks for a solid reason, the training managers will be put
info trouble and sometimes the management’s decision
wouldbe as severe as to cut down the budget alloted for
distance education. Such concerns and fears are
prevailing everywhere and fraining managers have to
avoiditat any cost.

In a study conducted by the MASIE Center (ASTD and The
MASIE Center, 2001), there was 58% start rate across all e-
learning courses. Mandatory courses averaged 69% start
rate. Overall, the study confirmed that many e-leaming
courses were not able to attract all the leamers to whom
they are offered.

There coulq be many different reasons for a low
enrollment chd completion rate of DE programs. Maybe
the employees are not motivated, or perthaps they never
heard about the program, or they do not see what'sin it for
them. One aspect that is offen neglected when offering
a distance education program is effective marketing.
One might get the best designed DE course, full of
inferactivity, case studies, and more, but if it is not
thoroughly planned how to market it and to stirthe interest
of the people, then the end result could be disappointing.
Developing and implementing a marketing campaign
that creates “want” and "must have” feelings is critical to
the success of DE program. This paper will walk through
the important steps for creating an effective DE marketing
campaign. This paper focuses much on the following
topics:

e Strategic Planning

¢ Designand Development

¢ Methods of Promotion

¢ Implementation

e Evaluation andROI
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Strategic Planning

There are several steps that must be followed to create a
winning campaign. The first step is to plan strategically in
advance. Strategic planning for distance education
includes showing current conditions or constraints of the
organization based on the organization's mission, values,
and goals (Berge & Smith, 2000). When planning for the
DE marketing campaign, it should maintain an
alignment with both the goals of the program as well as
the organization’s goals. This will help fo affirm senior
management that the DE program is aligned with
business strategies, leamer needs, and corporate
objectives, thus opening the door towards company-
wide acceptance (Berge & Smith, n.d.).

While planning for marketing a DE program, note should
be taken of the current organizational conditions and any
constraints that could pose a threat to the campaign. For
example, ifthe employeesinan organization are newto
e-leaming they should be trained by giving face-to-face
training classes. This training must enable them to market
their campaign , highlighting the benefits of the e-learing
and the specific course to both the stakeholders and fo
the learmners of an organization.

Another key area of strategic planning is to defermine fo
whom you will be marketing the DE program and fry fo
learn more about the audience. The benefits of the e-
learning program must be communicated to the
audience and specific messages should be developed
for different audience depending on job role (Dineen,
2006). For example, if you are marketing to an entire sales
force, you have to provide them with the benefits of
taking the DE program and how it would help them to
increase their sales and customer relationships. Sales
people are usually onthe go and travel a lot, thus another
benefit that should be emphasizedis the convenience of
taking the training regarding the timing and venue. They
could take the fraining via a laptop while riding on an
airplane, or while having their lunch, or even at night in
their hotel room. If one can't convince his audience to
enroll and complete the DE program, then he should not
expectioreceive alot of positive feedback.

One can also leam more about the audience as by
collecting useful data in the form of interviews, surveys,
and focus groups. Electronic surveys work really well,
because most of them have reporting capabilities and
features for easy tracking. It is important to collect data
such as the learner's needs and wants for training, how
they would like to be informed about training, and the
kinds of promotional methods they would enjoy. The
overall goal for collecting data from the learners is to
determine what their needs are and how they can meet
those needs through creating an effective marketing
campaign.

One will also want to find out how voluntary, and skillful
leamers are taking a DE program (Cross, 2003). By getting
info their hearts and minds, determine what will motivate
them to want to enroll in and complete the DE program.
Some leamers just don't understand how e-learning can
help them, thus applying a marketing mindset could not
help but improve the effectiveness of the e-leaming
(Cross, 2003). If one can effectively communicate how e-
leaming will help the learners in the marketing campaign,
and can clearly show them the benefit of the course, then
they are one step further in creating that winning
campaign.

Obtaining sponsorship and buy-in from top management
is critical as one prepares for the marketing campaign
and even for the distance education programs and
initiatives in his entirety. Support can be gained from top
management by persuading them to invest in the DE
inifiatives by showing them the benefits and positive
impact that it will offer the organization. This will inspire
themfo take e-leaming seriously and will endorse the DE
initiatives (Dineen, 2006). The keyword in Dineen's article is
“persuade”, which for many people, can be tough, but is
amust inorder fo help to start the DE campaign off on the
right track. Getting top management support also can
help to boost ones campaign, and can also push the
importance of taking the DE program to other managers,
which in tun push down fo front line employees. This
approach is called a “Top Down” approach and can
have a very positive impact on the outcome of the
campaign. When employees hear that top
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management values the DE programs, then that will be
an eye opener and the response rate (enrolliment and
completion) willautomatically increase.

Strategic planning is just the beginning, and sets the
foundation for the marketing campaign. It allows one to
think of the end goal and plan to reach that goal. One
may be planning to treat the learner as a customer, and
to give them the best service and product out on the
market. If one doesn't plan and research the market, then
heis justsetting himself, and campaign up forfailure.

Once collecting data through electronic surveys, etc.,
analyzing should be made carefully to use it to help fo
design and develop the winning marketing campaign.

Design and Development

After strategically planning for the DE marketing
campaign, one can begin to design and develop it.
While it should be audience - centric designing marketing
campaigns, also remember to provide the benefits of
the training program and how it will help the audience to
improve their performance. Performance improvement s
what one will want to market in the end. People take
fraining to learn something new and or fo “improve” upon
their current skills. For example, a manager might want to
improve hisfher communication skills. A sales person
would like to know that they'llincrease their sales as aresult
of aftending the DE program. A customer service
representative would like to be able to handle an angry
customer. These are just a few of hundreds of examples
on highlighting the key benefits of performance
improvement.

Designing and developing the DE marketing campaign
is similar to the Design and Development in the
Instructional Design "ADDIE” model. Actudlly, the entire
ADDIE model can be applied to the marketing initiatives.
InJay Cross's article, “E-Learning: You Build It Now Promote
it", he provides a chart that compares Marketing to
Instructional Design,

Cross couldn't have said it betfter in his comparison
between the two. The market research is similar to
analyzing and strategic planning. Design and
Development is what one is talking about now, which has

Table 1 )

Marketing vs. Instructional Design

Marketing Instructionat Design
Market tesearch Analyze

Design marketing mix Design

Develop marketing campaigns Develop

Launch campaign Implement

Assess results and cycle back Evaluate

Chart. Company Marketing to Instructional Design

two stages that lone believes gives life to the DE
campaigns. Without an enticing design and mix of
promation, the life of the campaigns will be dull, and
won't captivate the audience. Cross also mentions three
key areas of marketing design that should be included in
the campaigns:

1. Brandimage andidentity

2. Productposition

3. Market segmentation

Branding the e-learning program is the first part of
designing a campaign. This is where one will want
potential learners to identify with the course and to show
the benefits of completing it. Whatis a brand? Abrandisa
promise to the customer and the sum of the associations it
brings up in the mind of the buyer (Cross, 2003). Designing
a brand is to create those associations in the learners’
minds. What are some of these associations? If one is
trying to market an e-leaming program on how to use a
new software program, it is to be kept in mind that he is
not selling cool, fun, interactive training tutorials, but
instead selling productivity, reliability, speed, and an
easierwaytodothe job. Amodern example of branding
would be Nike. When Nike markets it's products, like their
running shoes, they are not selling a typical pair of tennis
shoes. Instead, they are selling confidence, power, and
strength. The goal here is to influence the consumer,
make them visualizing themselves winning the marathon
or race with the new pair of Nike shoes. Branding is very
powerful and can make a world of difference in what
leamers think about the DE programs. Cross proposed a
challenge when talking about branding ones e-learning
programs: "lIs e-lLeamning about a commodity? Can it
command a premium? Will learners go out of theirway to
getin?”
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The next step in designing a winning marketing campaign
is to create product positioning. This is where one
describes tothe potential audience what e-learning will
get them. Marketing the e-leamning program by
highlighting its time-saving value is a wrong approach,
either one has to position it by getting down the learners
emotional needs. Cross mentions five effective ways to
help the marketersto position e-learning:

¢ Apathwaytopromotion?

e Awaytomake workeasier?

¢ Abetterpositioninthe job market?

e Creating more value to the next employer?

e Agoodwaytostaycurrent?

All of these five positioning methods get down to more of
a deeper level or emotional level. Positioning sets the
foundation for branding. For example, letf's say one has a
DE program on leadership. One could position it as a way
to build the future. As for branding, one could develop the
DE program to have a consistent look and feel, an
enticing name, and communicate the direct benefits to
the customer. A customer should want to take this
leadership program because it will help him/herto growin
the company and develop invaluable skills that  others
do not possess.

The third key area of market design is market
segmentation. A segment is a part of the market that one
will want to give special attention to from the other’s
(Cross, 2003). Thisis where one will want to market the DE
program differently to different people. As the old saying
goes: “Different strokes for different folks.” For example,
while marketing that leadership course that was in the
same way mentioned earlier, might not have the same
effect on every one . Older employees who are about fo
retire might not respond to the campaign positioning of
building his future. On the other hand, young entry level
employees would probably be all over it! To design that
winning campaign, make sure of the audience and
segment towhomitis addressed.

Methods of Promotion

As one design and develop the campaigns, it isimportant
1o choose one or more methods of promotion, Promotion

is @ means of getting ones positioning, brand, and

message out to the intended audience. It is a way to

excite and motivate learners 1o enroll and participate in

the DE program. Methods of consumer marketing would

include repetitive messaging, testimonies, incentives and

rewards, justto name afew.

Below is a list of specific methods that can be used to

promote DE programs:

¢ Internet/intranet - What bettera place than the web
for promoting ones programs, especially since the
DE programs incorporate technology and more than
likely the web. One could create banner ads that
people could click on 1o tell them more about the
program. Make sure these are placed on most
frequently visited pages and websites.

e Teaser - This is where one can “tease” the intended
audience about the program. A good example
would be an animated Flash teaser or movie that
conveys the brand and positioning, and addresses
the question “what'sinitforme?”,

« Hold alaunch event - These events are valuable for
generating excitement and interest around e-
leaming and also gives the opportunity for hands-on
sessions and registration in a supported environment
(Dineen, 2006).

e Lunchseminars - Conductiunchtime presentations
on specific topics highlighting the courses and job
aids that are available for additional information on
the topic, and Schedule these regularly (Express
Computer, 2005).

o Contests - Provide incentives, and anything that
requires people to complete a course to win a prize.
Publicize lists of winners in the newsletter or on the
website (Express Computer, 2005).

These are just a few of many different ways to promote the

DE programs. Just remember to choose a promotional

method that will help to build and create excitement and

getlearnersto crave to attend DE programs.

Implementation

Once the market research is conducted ,and the
compaign is designed and developed, then it is time to
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implement. This is where all the hard work is ready to be
put info action. When implementing the DE marketing
campaign, one may take up promotional methods,
branding, efc. and announce it to the infended
audience. For example, if one chose to create an
animated teaser, during implementation, he could sent
out a company-wide email communication informing
people to click on a link to view the teaser movie. As a
reminder, one can have more fhan one promotional
method during implementation. He could have the
teaser movie, a contest, and testimonies all as part of the
implementation of the marketing campaign. During
implementation, make sure and have *call to action”
items and tfo provide the audience with deadlines to
enroll or respond, and give detailed directions on exactly
what they need to do. With that said, sit back, and wait to
see the outcome.

Evaluation and ROI

After one has implemented the DE marketing campaign
and has completed the promotional events, one will be
able to evaluate the outcome and determine its success.
One of the easiest ways to determine the success of
campaignis to getfeed back fromthe learners. Talking to
participants, inferviewing employees, and sending out d
follow-up electronic survey are aiso effective. Another
way is to see how many people responded fo the
campaign by looking at the registration and course
completion numbers. Third, were people talking about
the campaign? Did people participate in the
promotional events?

If also one could develop an electronic survey and send it
out to the original target audience after the
campaign,and use the data collected to help to
evaluate the overall success of the campaign. This is very
similar to the "E” in the Instructional Design ADDIE mode!,
which stands for “Evaluation”. One can use the survey like
a smiley sheet- away to get the audience's reaction to
DE marketing campaign. Ask questions such as:

1. Did the promotional methods for "Name of your DE

program” grab your attention?

2. Howdidyouhear about "Name of your DE proaram®?

3. Would you be interested in similar promotional
methods for other e-learning courses in the future?

4. Whatwas your overallimpression of the way "Name of
your DE program” was marketed?

Questions like these can help to leam how the audience
perceived the DE marketing campaign. Along with
evaluation, one should determine the RO Determining
RO! can be very challenging, especially for the DE
program itself. The same can be true for the marketing
campaign. The ROI for the marketing campaign can
simply come from satisfaction and positive feedback
from the target audience and senior management,
unless the DE program is generating revenue (Cross,
2001). To come up with an exact ROI percentage forthe
marketing campaigns is not as necessary as calculating
the ROl for the e-leamning course itself. Like Cross
mentioned, the ROI will be based on the needs of
management, etc. For example, if hundreds of people
registered and completed the DE program and if the
management witnesses a strong increase of enrolment
ond improvement in performance, the management
should congratulate, both the marketing campaign and
DE program. The ROI for the campaign is the fact that
management is happy and has seen an improvement in
their employees' performance, not to mention the fact
that hundreds of people were registering for and
completedthe program.

Kevin Kruse believes that one shouldn't focus only on RO
because he may miss tremendous opportunities to
contribute to the organization's strategic goals (Kruse,
2002). ROI is only an aspect of evaluation, thus the
evaluation plan should include other areas such as
company values and goals. The marketing campaign
should align with the organization's mission and vaiues
and should make the management believe that the
campaignwas right ontarget.

Conclusions

Marketing DE programs effectively takes time, dedication
and strategic planning. It is important to get senior
management support and buy-in prior to implement the
campaign. An effective campaign must gain the
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audience's aftention, and should highlight the DE
program's benefits and should answer the question,
“what's in it for me?” While designing and developing the
campaign, the market positioning and segmentation, as
well as branding should also be taken for consideration.
Design the campaign so that it adds a lot of flavor, and
gets down to more emotional levels. Promotion is very
important and the methods one choose can have a
powerful influence on the outcome of the campaign. In
conclusion, while marketing a DE program, one must be
innovative and creative, andfocus onthe customer. One
will be surprised with the outcome of the campaign if he
follows the advices presented in this paper, and wil
become an expert DE marketer and could create winning
compcigns.'

References

[1]. ASTD and The MASIE Center. (2001, June). E-
leaming: “If we build it, will they come?’. Retrleved June
16, 2006 from
http://www.astd.org/NR/rdonlyres/EAC5C3EB-2F0B-456D-
8136-9B38F52CC5B1/0/84416110pdf.pdf.

[2]. Berge, Z. & Smith, D. (2000). Implementing corporate
distance training using change management, strategic
planning, and project management. In L. Lau (Ed.)
Distance learning technologies: Issues, trends and
opportunities. Hershey, PA: Idea Group Publishing. pp.:
39-51.

[3]. Cross, J. (2001). A fresh look at ROI. ASTD Learning
Circuits. Retrieved June 16, 2006 from
hitp://www.intemettime.com/Learming/articles/Leaming
%20Circuits.htm.

[4]. Cross, J. (2003). E-leamning: You build it now promote
it. The eLearning Developers' Journal. Retrieved June 16,
2006fromhttp://www.intermnettime.comy/Leaming/articles/
DevelopersJournal.pdf.

[5]. Dineen, S. (2006). Internal marketing and e-learning
success. Retrieved June 16, 2006 from
http://www.trainingreference.co.uk/e_learning/marketing
_elearning.htm.

[6]. Express Computer. (2005, March 14). Marketing e-
leaming - in-house. Retrieved June 16, 2006 from
hﬁp://www.expresscomputeronline.com/200503 14/tech
nologylife01.shtml.

[7]. Kruse, K. (2002). Enough already! Getting off the ROI
bandwagon. Chief Learning Officer Magazine. Retrieved
June 16, 2006 from
http://www.clomedia.com/content/templates/clo_articl
e.asp?articleid=90&zoneid=46.

[8]. Osberg, C. (2004, February). Marketing e-leaming.
Training ondDevelopmenfMogoz/ne. pp: 53-54.
method that will help to build and create excitement and
getlearnersto crave fo attend DE program.

/

He can be contacted at berge@umbc.edu.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Jason Dumois Is an e-Learning Consultant who specializes In web-basedtraining design and development and marketing of
fraining programs. He has worked with many Fortune 500 companies and has a passion for helping other
companies improve performance through training and development. He can be reached at stetsonbu@hotmail.com.

Dr. Zane L. Berge is an associate professor and former director of theTraining Systems Graduate Programs, UMBC, Baltimore MD
USA. He is a notedauthor and researcher in distance education and training in the workplace.

I-manager’s Journal on Management, Vol. 1+ No. 3 » December 2006 - February 2007 51




& : i e - ISSN-0973-5054
;i. l-manager S Subscribers copy

Not for sale

Journal on Management

STRATEGY / LEADERSHIP

Global Business and Trade Impacts

o ®
f—manager

Publications



https://www.researchgate.net/publication/325158872

	sheet6
	PUBLISHED_marketing_dumois_berge_dec06

