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Why Social Media for College Savings Mississippi?

Low cost venue to promote College Savings 

Instant communication with customers and prospects

Opportunity to provide leadership on issues that are core to college savings

Dialogue centered on education planning and college savings

Leads to increased awareness and visibility, increased participation, and 
integral feedback

Promote program through verbal networking

Only 14% of people trust advertising, 

78% trust word-of-mouth
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Presentation Notes
We wanted to take advantage of the growing number of Mississippians who use the internet on a regular basis.  

In particular, we wanted to reach young parents between the ages of 21 and 40, and grandparents over 50 years of age.   

We felt that social media provided a significant opportunity to reach these folks at a very low cost.  It also would allow us to show leadership on the importance of planning for college.  

Ultimately, we hoped to increase awareness of the program and therefore participation in it.  We hoped we would receive positive feedback from participants and were delighted when that happened via Facebook.

More than anything else, we also knew that folks would trust their friends – that word-of-mouth throughout Mississippi would raise awareness and provide product endorsement in a significant way.



Redesigned Web Page as a Launching Point 
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A key starting point for our comprehensive social media strategy was a complete redesign of our website.  As you can see in this screen shot, we provided links to each of our two 529 plans and importantly provided links to the key social media websites, including Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and You Tube.  



Blog as News and Calendar Source
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We added a blog to the website, which enabled us to communicate important program news on a timely basis and also to keep the inquiring public informed about our calendar.



Blog for Video Postings
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We also used the blog to post videos about the program, including videos of program presentations and even a replay of our newly produced TV spots.  

One thing I should mention with regard to our media, too, is that after 12 years of enrollment periods, we felt that we could emphasize the successes we’ve had and not just the forward looking ads that talk about the potential for young children.  So, for the first time our communications featured teenagers and families who had saved and were glad they did.  As you will see, that message is consistently featured on all our communications and media.



Blog as Promotion Driver
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Two of our biggest promotions included several tuition give-aways as well as iPods and Toys-R-Us cards.  Once again, we were able to use our newly created blog to promote these contests and ultimately to drive traffic to our website.  



Contests – Free Year of Tuition & Give-aways
Emails to existing customers and prospects -- directing them to web site for 
tuition contest and to Facebook for monthly give-aways for Fans
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We also used emails to existing customers and to prospects, combining those with promotions to incentivize enrollment in the Program.  Existing customers were directed to the College Savings Mississippi website where they could register for the chance to win a year of tuition.  Similarly, we promoted the plan to Facebook Fans, enticing them with iPods and Toys R Us cards.  One important point to note about these incentives is that we were able to secure sponsors for the ultimate gifts. This is important because we would not want to be seen as using state funds to buy these gadgets or otherwise entice people to enroll.  



Facebook Potential 

Over 430,000 Mississippi 
residents  between 18 and 
64 years old use Facebook

Median user:  Female, 
age 33, has 61 local 
connections or “friends”

Goal:  Use Facebook to 
engage this market and 
create positive word-of-
mouth for College Savings 
Mississippi 
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As I mentioned earlier, in terms of the comprehensive social media strategy, we used a variety of venues, including Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn and You Tube to mention just a few.   I’d like to take  a moment, however, to focus on Facebook because it really provided a great deal of thrust for our Plan.

In terms of Mississippi alone, we have almost a half million Facebook users.  

And the median user is really an idea candidate for college savings plans because that user is female, is the age of young parents and she has over 61 other Mississippi friends.    From our perspective, this is the ideal person to reach about College Savings because she most likely has young children or has friends who do who are contemplating the challenges of the costs of higher education.

So we set our to engage this group in our dialogue and hopefully to encourage them to spread the good word for our program.  



Facebook Results

Over 1,350 
Facebook Fans (goal 
was 1,200)

Facebook Fans 
account for 35,000 
additional Mississippi 
Facebook Friends

Facebook was the 
2nd largest source of 
referral traffic to our 
main web site
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We had hoped to reach 1200 Fans and were delighted when we exceeded that number in early December.  

Importantly, these 1300 plus Facebook Fans represent more than 35,000 Friends in Mississippi and we intend to begin to advertise to this target audience in our next enrollment period.  

We also note that Facebook was the second largest source of referral traffic to College Savings Mississippi, beat out only by the State Treasury website.   In short, we couldn’t be more pleased with the interest Facebook generated for us.  

And on that note, the best part about our Facebook experience can be found in the more than 200 posts about the Mississippi Prepaid plan on our Facebook page.  



Positive Posts from Customers

“We did this for both our grandsons. Its great because it locks in the price of 
tuition at todays prices.there will be no excuses for Tyson and Eli not to 
go.Hope i'm around when they are old enough to go.” February 18, 2010

“Have you announced the winner for the 1 year of college tuition? We would 
be THRILLED if we won! We just enrolled our second child in the program.”
January 12, 2010

“Wonderful program!!” December 13, 2009

“[t]hree grand children enrolled and one more to add soon. This is the best 
gift we can give them.” December 5, 2009

“MPACT has been the best lifetime gift that my son's grandparents has given 
to their grandchildren. It's the gift that definitely keeps on giving, no matter 
where the grandkids go...” November 30, 2010
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These are just a sampling of the kinds of posts from our Fans and Friends.  The posts come throughout the enrollment period – from September through the end of December.

And, as you can see, we continue to receive positive posts even after the enrollment period closed.

We were very pleased by the consistency of the posts and we knew that these were comments we simply couldn’t have manufactured.  

We also know that we were fortunate not to receive negative posts.  We knew that was a risk when we set out on this path, but we also hoped that the quality of our product would carry the day and the nature of the comments.   



Enrollment Results
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Internet applications account for a 19% increase! 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
For us, the proof is in the results of our enrollment period.

Despite an otherwise difficult time for prepaid plans (let alone savings plans and the entire financial market), we saw 2009 enrollments increase by more than 17%.

And, our internet applications were up more than 19%.   

For us, these results demonstrate the value and the impact of an invigorated marketing effort, which relied so heavily on social media.  



Going Forward 

We will leverage our connections to create more opportunities for our 
programs

Advertisements geared to the 35,000 Friends of our Facebook Fans

Possible tuition give-away on Facebook, with the winner based on how 
many referrals their Facebook profile creates

Promotions provide reasons to talk about College Savings Mississippi

Social media is based on relationships and people talk about things they 
care about

With the right incentives, our Fans will continue to spread the word

College Savings Mississippi hopes to encourage more conversations and to 
generate more good will for our Plans
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In looking forward, we intend to continue to build upon our first year successes with social media.

As I mentioned, we intend to expand our reach to the many Friends associated with our Fans.  

We also hope to run Facebook promotions that encourage Fans to engage others.  

We know that we’ve met our first year goals with social media and we intend to continue to build upon our success by reaching more broadly across the potential participant pool in Mississippi.  

We are also extremely proud to have taken what we believe to be a leadership role in the 529 arena on social media.   That leadership is reflected not just in how we got the message out (since other 529 plans are also using social media), but in how we’ve addressed policy issues for our staff and in our staff training.   

I’d be glad to provide any additional information at the end of this panel discussion.  
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