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SUMMARY
COVID-19 is upending the traditional higher education model. Institutions have been forced to rapidly adopt online learning, 
redefine their campus experience, and address enrollment and expenses amid declines in state aid and increased calls for 
lower tuition.

To understand how institutions are adapting their marketing to the current environment, Kivvit analyzed the Facebook 
advertising of 416 U.S. higher education institutions between March 12 and May 19. Advertising data was obtained from 
Pathmatics, a company that tracks digital advertising. We reviewed spending data, content from the largest campaigns, as 
well as Kivvit’s own internal ad performance to identify the major themes shaping higher education advertising in the age of 
COVID-19. 

Against this backdrop, Kivvit has discovered both an opportunity—and an imperative—for institutions to actively 
market and differentiate themselves during this time. 

	 Higher education advertising on Facebook increased 7% during the pandemic compared to the same period 
one year ago. 

	 Private and for-profit online entities are among the largest education advertisers and drove the increase in spending, 
seeking to capitalize on the uncertainty that currently surrounds on-campus learning.

	 Traditional campus institutions, such as Purdue University and the University of Florida, are investing heavily in 
promoting their online offerings. 

	 Public institutions are being outspent by private entities, comprising just 17% of spending among the 100 
largest advertisers.

	 The majority of recent ads promote online degrees, with several institutions explicitly referencing COVID-19 to 
build brand awareness or motivate enrollment in public health and nursing programs.

	 Career advancement and convenience are the most common messages used in ads, followed by affordability. 

	 The most common ad visual features people conforming to social distancing, although 45% of ads with people 
showed groups in proximity to one another. Visuals depicting campus environments are featured the least. 

	 Kivvit’s own internal advertising data shows that campaign effectiveness, measured by click-through rate (CTR), has 
been higher since mid-March compared to pre-pandemic levels, demonstrating a market for higher education ads.

	 Education advertising is one of the most-preferred type of ads among U.S. internet users, according to a survey 
conducted by Integral Ad Science (IAS), a New York–based company that analyzes digital ad placements.

KEY FINDINGS
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FAC IN G  C OV ID -19  U N C E R TA IN T IE S  &  E N R O L L M E N T  C H A L L E N G E S ,  

HIGHER ED DIGITAL SPENDING INCREASES 7%, PUSHING ONLINE PROGRAMS
Higher education ad spending increased 7% between March 12 and May 19 relative to the same period in 
2019, according to a Kivvit analysis of Facebook data across 416 public and private universities and colleges, and 
for-profit organizations.

Institutions collectively spent just under $55 million on ads during the 10-week period analyzed, $3.65 million more than 
last year. Approximately the same number of institutions increased or maintained ad spending as those that decreased. 
Private online universities drove the largest increases in spending, seeking to capitalize on the moment as COVID-19 creates 
uncertainty about the future of campus learning and upends the traditional higher education model. The average Facebook 
advertising spend was $131,402 per institution during this timeframe, equating to approximately $54,000 per month.

Online entity Western Governors University has been the largest higher education advertiser on Facebook during the 
pandemic, spending $5.82 million, a 267% increase over its 2019 spending. Private online universities comprise 51% of ad 
spending among the 10 largest higher education advertisers, up from 38% at the same time last year. This underscores a 
concerted marketing effort to capitalize on the industry-wide shift to remote and online learning during the pandemic and 
campus shutdowns.

Beyond strictly online entities, Purdue and the University of Florida ramped up advertising to promote their respective 
online initiatives. Both MIT and the University of California, Berkeley heavily promoted online technology courses.

PRIVATE ONLINE ENTITIES DRIVE AD SPENDING
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WESTERN GOVERNORS UNIVERSITY

UNIVERSITY OF FLORIDA

STRAYER UNIVERSITY

CHAMBERLAIN COLLEGE OF NURSING

PURDUE UNIVERSITY

THE REGENTS OF THE  
UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA

UNIVERSITY OF PHOENIX

UNIVERSITY OF PITTSBURGH SYSTEM

WALDEN UNIVERSITY

MASSACHUSETTS INSTITUTE  
OF TECHNOLOGY (MIT)

T O P I N S T I T U T I O N S B Y A D S P E N D I N G

2020 POSITIVE

2019 POSITIVE

2020 NEGATIVE

2019 NEGATIVE

Note: University of Pittsburgh System includes advertising by UP medical center.

All Pathmatics data as of 5/20
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P U B L I C  IN S T I T U T I O N S  O U T S P E N T  BY  P R I VAT E  U N I V E R S I T IE S , 

BUT BOTH INCREASE SPENDING DURING COVID-19
Public institutions represented just 25% of the top 100 advertisers and comprised just 17% of ad spending among that group. 
However, public and private institutions in this group both increased ad spending at the same rate during the pandemic, by 
approximately 21%.

The University of Florida ramped up ad spending the most of any public institution (4,371%) to promote its UF Online 
offering. UC Berkeley’s online data science program was the focus of advertising that drove the UC system’s 59% increase 
in spending. By contrast, the largest decrease in spending came from the University System of Maryland. This decline was 
driven largely by reductions in Facebook ad spending from the system’s online University of Maryland Global Campus arm. 
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2019 POSITIVE
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2019 POSITIVE
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ADVERTISING PERFORMANCE
Two-thirds of U.S. internet users are seeking out coronavirus content online, according to a April study by IAS. Amid this 
surge in online attention, education brands were identified as one of the types of advertising that consumers want to see most. 
The study showed that consumer preference for education advertising increased 11% between March and April, making it the 
third-most preferred type of advertising. 

When evaluating Kivvit’s own internal higher education advertising data—spanning millions of impressions delivered to 
over 870,000 prospective applicants between February 17 and May 17—we found campaigns are performing better than 
pre-COVID levels and above the standard Facebook benchmark for education advertising. This finding was based on analysis 
of each campaign’s click-through rate (CTR), which measures a campaign’s effectiveness, over the course of the pandemic. This 
means education advertisers can expect improved performance from their campaigns with the right content and messaging.
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CONTENT THAT REFLECTS THE MOMENT
Several institutions have used advertising to reflect the moment, mentioning COVID-19 specifically or alluding to the 
magnitude of change taking place around us and framing the pandemic as a call to action—particularly for nursing and 
public health programs. It is notable that the call to action for many of these ads is “Learn More,” which means these 
campaigns have an awareness goal versus a conversion objective, such as “Apply Now.”
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With the economic toll of the pandemic still unfolding, the most common messaging used in ads emphasizes career 
advancement. Convenience—particularly highlighting 100% online programs—and affordability are other major themes 
featured in ads. 

33.33%

9.31%

20.59%
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1.96%

32.35%

6.37%

9.80%

2.45%

0.98%

CAREER ADVANCEMENT

NO TESTING REQUIREMENT

FLEXIBILIT Y

SPEED

CONVENIENCE / 100% ONLINE

MILITARY

UNIVERSIT Y-SPECIFIC BRANDING

AFFORDABILIT Y

TRANSFER CREDITS

PERSONALIZATION

T Y P E S O F  M E S S A G E S U S E D I N  A D C O P Y

*Ads featuring more than one message were counted more than once. Percentages total more than 100%. 
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9% 
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Over 60% of ads explicitly promote online degree programs, underscoring the significance of online education in the 
COVID-19 era, according to a review of over 200 ads that have run since the start of the pandemic. With uncertainty around 
the role of in-person learning, visuals of campus environments feature in just 9% of ad creative. In contrast, visuals of people 
comprised over half of ad visuals, with a plurality featuring a person conforming to social distancing, often studying by 
themselves. However, among ad creative featuring people, 45% feature groups of people in close proximity—even in ads for 
online programs.

Based on a review of the top 10 ads by impressions for each of the 25 largest campaigns running between 3/12 to 4/30.

CONTENT TRENDS
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CONCLUSION
With campuses currently shuttered across the nation and a patchwork of solutions emerging for the fall academic semester, 
one consistent trend among both public and private institutions has been an increased focus on advertising—with a specific 
emphasis on online learning.

The market shows increased traction and a preference for education advertising, according to surveys as well as actual 
campaign data. A review of the most-delivered ads during the pandemic indicate that messaging focused on career 
advancement and convenience is the current trend, with visuals featuring people, particularly individuals conforming 
with social distancing. Several institutions have also used the moment to adapt advertising to rally action based on the 
current environment. These campaigns are primarily enrollment-driven but also include efforts to increase followers 
and build reputation.

Of course, content and context matters, and institutions should evaluate their individual campaign data to determine their 
specific strategy. However, current trends indicate there is a market—and a competitive imperative—for institutions to be 
visible and communicate with prospects amid the still-evolving COVID-19 higher education landscape.

Kivvit is one of the nation’s largest and fastest-growing strategic communications firms. Our teams have extensive 
experience working with institutions of higher education to execute advertising, public relations, crisis mitigation, and 
outreach initiatives. We have a deep understanding of the unique digital landscape surrounding education — and the 
different pressures and stakeholders that a communications strategy needs to address. 

This report was co-authored by members of Kivvit’s higher education team. Contact us to arrange a custom briefing for 
your institution.
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