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Situational Analysis
California Online Learner Landscape

● There are approximately 2.5 million Californians aged 25-54 who have graduated high
school but have not completed a bachelor’s degree, but have completed at least one full
year of college coursework. (California Competes)

● SJSU Online is the first CSU to offer online degree-completion programs in Anthropology
and Economics.

● Top competitors in online learning (U.S. News & World Report Best Online Bachelor’s
Programs):

o University of Florida (#1 tie), Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University–Worldwide
(#1 tie);

o University of Illinois–Chicago (#3 tie), Medical University of South Carolina (#3
tie);

o Oregon State University (#5);
o Arizona State University (#6);
o Ohio State University–Columbus (#7 tie), University of Arizona (#7 tie), University

of Central Florida (#7 tie);
o CUNY School of Professional Studies (#10 tie), University of North

Carolina–Charlotte (#10 tie), North Carolina State University (#10 tie).

SJSU Online Enrollment
● In 2022-23, SJSU Online enrolled 264 students across three enrollment cycles: fall,

spring, and summer 2023.
● In its first year, SJSU Online offered 5 programs for students to enroll in: Anthropology,

Economics, Interdisciplinary Engineering (which was discontinued in Summer ‘23),
Interdisciplinary Studies, Educational Leadership; and Information Science and Data
Analytics.

● In fall 2023, Business Administration was added.
● In spring 2024: Public Health and Public Relations will be added to the offerings to make

for 7 total programs open to enrollment.
● SJSU has approximately 7,600 former students in its CRM database that have not

completed their degree elsewhere, according to the National Student Clearinghouse. All
these students have been contacted to alert them to our offerings.

Audience: 
SJSU Primary Audience: 

● Californians aged 25-54, who have graduated high school but have not completed a
bachelor’s degree, but may have completed at least one year of college coursework
(Approximately 2.5 million identified in CA). 

● In particular, working adults who may take classes part-time, are self-directed and
motivated, results-oriented, require flexibility and want to be met where they are. They
also have high expectations because of financial tradeoffs and personal sacrifices. 



● Underrepresented minority and low socioeconomic status students who have faced
barriers to completing higher education.

● Three primary audiences (Fall 23-Spring 24): 
o Previous SJSU students who did not complete their degree but have some

credits (60+).
o Community college counselors who can advise students
o Bay Area students familiar with the SJSU brand who did not complete their

degree but have some credits.

National Online Learner Characteristics
In the 2022 Best Colleges Trends in Online Student Demographics survey, online learners of
interest to SJSU Online can be broken down into three types of students: Career-minded
students, lifelong learners, and COVID-19 remote learners.

Because of SJSU Online’s 60+ credit requirement, our marketing efforts will focus on the first
two types of students: A) Career-minded students and B) lifelong learners. Research by the
Parthenon Group defines those groups as follows. (Haven Ladd, Seth Reynolds, Jeffrey J.
Selingo (year). The Differentiated University: Recognizing the Diverse Needs of Today’s
Students. The Parthenon Group)

Career-Minded Students (3 types)
1. Career starters (18%): Extremely job oriented, price-sensitive, focused on reaching an

ideal career position after college in the shortest amount of time. Job placement rate and
career services are key.

2. Career accelerators (21%): Typically older, working adults who want to advance their
career within their current company or industry. Career counseling and placement is key
for them.

3. Industry switchers (18%): Looking to start a career in a different field. Often unemployed
or in precarious financial situations. Place high value on institutions link to labor markets.

Lifelong Learners (Academic Wanderers)
1. Academic Wanderers (8%): Older students who don’t know what they want to do, but

believe obtaining a degree will open doors for them. Likely to be unemployed or have
lower incomes. Least likely to believe they will complete their degree/most at-risk.

What motivates these students to pursue a degree online?
(Capranos, D., Dyers, L., Magda, A. J. (2021). Voice of the online learner 2021: Amplifying
student voices in extraordinary times. Louisville, KY: Wiley Education Services.)

● 30% of online learners said achieving personal growth was a leading motivator to enroll
● 26% of learners sought advancement in their current profession
● 25% hoped to improve their job prospects,
● 25% wanted to secure their first professional job
● 22% wanted a salary increase in a current profession

https://drive.google.com/file/d/142Ltbbo5Uvgg-vJrDEVnH2qyjJaEJKae/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/142Ltbbo5Uvgg-vJrDEVnH2qyjJaEJKae/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/142Ltbbo5Uvgg-vJrDEVnH2qyjJaEJKae/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/14MSuztjoZDXEqwRiP416uRNXjn1tyWW9/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/14MSuztjoZDXEqwRiP416uRNXjn1tyWW9/view


● 22% of online learners were looking to switch into a new career.

What do we know about these students?
According to Best Colleges Trends in Online Student Demographics 2022 survey, the
respondents of the survey (n=1,800)
(Venable, M. A. (2022). 2022 Trends in online student demographics. BestColleges.com.)

● Skewed toward predominantly female (57%); male (41%); Transgender/Non-conforming
(<1%)

● between the ages of 25 and 44 (65%);
● studying at the associate’s or bachelor’s degree level (60%);
● married or living with a partner (52%),
● A parent (60%),
● white (59%), Black (23%), Hispanic/LatinX (9%), Asian (6%)
● Household income <$25,000 to $75,999 (68%)
● employed full-time (52%),
● and enrolled full-time in their courses (78%).

Where are they located?
63% of online learners chose a school within 100 miles of their location.

How do they research schools?
Top sources of student research (2022 Best Colleges Online Trends Report)

1. College website
2. Online reviews from students
3. Direct contact with schools
4. Talking to students/graduates

FY 2023-24 Marketing Goals:
1. Deliver a strong marketing mix to ensure all 2024 enrollment goals for seven

degree-completion programs are met (Anthropology, Business, Economics, Information
Science and Data Analytics, Interdisciplinary Studies, Educational Leadership; Public
Health; and Public Relations).

2. Diversify and test new marketing strategies to expand top-of-funnel leads.
3. Evolve the SJSU Online website, as this is the top source of information for prospective

students.
4. Establish strong messaging with applicants in-progress to remove roadblocks to

completing their application and improve apps-in-progress conversion rates.
5. Incorporate findings from University Marketing and Communications’ market research

findings on adult learners into our marketing strategy.



Strategies

Goal 1: Deliver a strong marketing mix to ensure all 2024 enrollment goals are met.

2024 Enrollment goals by major (as of August 2023):

Program Spring 24 Summer 24 Fall 24

Anthropology 11 17 36

Business Admin 10 10 33

Economics 11 17 36

ISDA 30 90

Ed Leadership 20 10 30

Public Health 25 10 30

Public Relations 25 10 30

Total 132 74 385 (+4 TBD
Programs at 25 each)

Channel Plan Objective ROI measure Budget

Website Optimize SJSU
Online with user
testing groups,
launch new
tuition table,
apply modal,
and chat bot
COM 100.

Awareness,
engagement,
and Inquiries

Engagement
scores on select
pages

Google Analytics

Web inquiry
performance/count

TBD per
estimate for
items listed
under Goal 2
strategies.

Digital Ads Carnegie
Agency mix to
include PPC,
website
retargeting by
major, social ads
(FB/IG/Linked

Awareness and
Inquiries

Count of inquiries
to apps

Cost per
conversion

Click conversion

$150,000
over 1 year.



In). rate.

UTM tags

Direct Mail Expand direct
mail postcard
prospecting.

Direct mail
anti-melt
campaigns to
admitted
students.

Awareness and
Inquiries

Anti-melt

Count of inquiries
to apps

Cost per
conversion.

$25,000

TV Ads NBC-TV Ads to
promote brand
awareness.

Awareness Traffic volume from
direct organic
Google search

$30,000.

CRM Email/Text
Marketing

Robust 1-year
long campaigns
to engage
inquiries and
apps in
progress.

Support
recruitment/stud
ent success with
app/admitted
student comms.

Convert
Inquiries to
Apps.

Convert
in-progress apps
to completion.

Engagement.

Anti-melt.

Campaign
analytics
(opens/clicks)

Lead engagement
scores

Inquiry to apps

Apps in progress to
complete

$2,000
(texting only)

Social Media Posts for
deadline
reminders, video
content, student
testimonials,
news.

YouTube and
Tiktok Ad tests.

Awareness,
engagement,
and inquiries

Social media
analytics

Free, main
SJSU
account.

Video Livestream
series, new ad
videos, reels,
student
ambassador
videos.

Awareness and
engagement.

YouTube channel
analytics

Free

News/Earned Washington Awareness Foleon and Free



media Square editorial
stories.

Newscenter
stories.

Traditional news
placements.

newscenter story
analytics.

Goal 2: Diversify and test new marketing strategies to expand top-of-funnel leads.

Phi Theta Kappa (PTK) honors society test
Purchase of 1,000-2,000 names of honor roll community college students within California who
are seeking to transfer in the next year or two. In addition, we receive a list of 500 PTK advisors
who work with these students. Send targeted campaigns to these purchased leads to test
conversion. Cost: $2,500

LinkedIn Digital Ads Test
Pilot digital advertising and carousel ads targeting adults with no bachelor’s degree on LinkedIn.
Ads will run from Feb.-May 2024 in order to push applications for both the summer and fall of
2024. If these leads convert at a strong rate (and/or stronger than FB/IG leads), we would
expand spending from just four months to a longer period in 2025. Price: $12,000

Enhanced Direct Mailing (Postie)
Outreach to prospect a larger pool of Californians via direct mail. Postie, a digital-forward direct
mail agency, allows SJSU Online to build look-a-like audiences based on our existing
applicants. Then, they layer other consumer data on top of this and match back to similar, new
prospects whom we can mail postcards to. They have proposed a plan to drop 80,000
postcards over one year, with an anticipated response rate of 1% or higher. This could
potentially yield 600-800 more applications for SJSU Online. Or we also could target postcard
mailings based off of website activity, for example a student who has been to our website and
clicked on our apply button could receive a postcard encouraging them to submit an application
soon. Cost: $16,775-$48,087 (depending on strategy).

Goal 3: Evolve the SJSU Online website, as this is the top source of information for
prospective students.

Website Net Price Calculator
Recent university research indicates that price and finances are top concerns among adult
learners. The Net Price Calculator is a federally mandated tool for undergraduate admissions
groups to feature on their website. We propose creating a similar tool on our SJSU Online



website that would help an adult learner estimate their costs based on variables, such as how
many credits they think will transfer, cost per unit by program, and how long they’d take to
complete the degree. Price: TBD – Creative Circle contractor to help code.

Website Chatbot
Implement Comm100 chatbot and integrate with Element451 CRM to enhance and streamline
user experience.

Apply Now Modal
Clarify and simplify the apply now button, and include a way to track whether more traffic goes
directly to Cal State Apply or to our Steps to Apply page.

Website featured-degrees component
As program offerings expand, potentially even to other types of degrees, we need a web
component that will feature multiple programs in a fair and equal way. Currently all programs are
listed in a drop-down menu and our homepage features visual blocks in a row that limits only
three showing before the user has to scroll. We won’t be able to use a drop-down menu in our
navigation once our program offerings expand. We want to develop a web component that will
allow us to feature many programs in a user friendly way so as to give equal exposure to all our
offerings. Price: TBD – Creative Circle contractor to help code

Goal 4: Establish strong messaging with applicants in-progress to remove roadblocks to
completing their application and improve apps-in-progress conversion rates.

We will leverage analytics from Liasion (Cal State Apply) to identify specific areas of the
application that are left incomplete by many students. As such, we have identified the following
areas for improvement.

Section % Incomplete Problem Solution

Required Courses 53% Must enter all
courses ever taken
one-by-one. Many
adult learners don’t
know or recall.

Message students to
have unofficial
transcripts in hand
prior to completing
the application. Also,
ask CO if this could
be optional.

General Education 54% Cannot complete this
section if leave
required courses
empty.

See above.



EOP 55% SJSU Online
students don’t qualify
for EOP.

Ask CO if this can be
removed. If not,
message students on
how an SJSU Online
student should
complete.

Financial and
Parental Info

45% Many SJSU Online
students don’t fit into
the questions asked
here.

Message students on
how to answer this
section in the apps in
progress workflow.

Program Materials 83% Checkbox in this
section asks students
to affirm they have
entered every course,
and says if they
haven’t they will be
denied.

We also ask for a 100
word personal
statement.

Improve messaging
around how to enter
courses.

Assess if the
100-word personal
statement is limiting
applicants from
completing.

Goal 5: Incorporate findings from University Marketing and Communications’ market
research findings on adult learners into our marketing messaging.
Executive Summary of UMC Marketing Research (link)














