








Many organizations, including businesses as well as 
schools, colleges, and universities, also used Facebook ads. 
Facebook ads are very eff ective because its tools allow an 
advertiser to closely target messages and off ers to a highly 
specifi c audience.

So for years, organizations that were using Facebook 
eff ectively relied on a strategy that combined great content, 
some of which would be shared virally, with ads that could 
be used for purposes such as building their audiences or 
attracting a larger audience for an event.

That’s changed.

Late in 2013, after Facebook changed the algorithm that 
determines what people see in their News Feed, organic 
reach dropped precipitously. An organization’s post will 
only show up in the News Feeds of its most committed 
and engaged fans: those who repeatedly “like” and share 
its content. The way to reach the bulk of people now is to 
pay for the exposure.

Paying to Play: The Options
There are a number of methods for increasing exposure 
on Facebook. You can boost or promote timeline posts, or 
you can develop full-blown ad campaigns. Boosting and 
promoting enable you to expand the number of audience 
members who will see a post in their Facebook News Feed. 
Ads off er many more options and signifi cant fl exibility in 
targeting them to reach audience segments. 

BOOSTING POSTS. Boosted posts are normal page 
posts—such as a status update, an image or video, or an 
off er of some kind like an ask for a giving day—that get 

additional paid reach. Boosted content appears in your fans’ 
News Feed just like other content. In short, boosting a post 
can signifi cantly increase its reach (and therefore value). 
These days, it may be the best and only way for your fans to 
see important content—without boosting, you may reach 
2 to 4 percent of your fans; with boosting, you may reach 
half or more. The cost for boosting depends on how many 
people you’d like to reach.

PROMOTING POSTS. Promoting is much like boosting in 
that you’re working with a post that appears on your page, 
but promoting a post gives you more targeting, pricing, and 
bidding options. With promotion, you get greater reach and, 
if you need it, the means to target a specifi c audience. You 
use Facebook Ads Manager (see below) for this purpose.

ADVERTISING. Facebook off ers two advertising tools:

• Ads Manager, which is best for simpler campaigns, serves 
a variety of objectives, from promoting a page to sending 
people to your website to getting video views. What you 
select is based on your advertising strategy. For example, 
Jenny Mandeville, content and marketing specialist in Web 
Communications at Vanderbilt University, uses Facebook 
ads to target university alumni and donors: “For develop-
ment and alumni relations, our strategy is mostly ad-based, 
and we rarely promote timeline posts. Our ads center 
around chapter events and career-boosting events, since 
that is what tends to sell with alumni audiences. We also 
run ‘likes’ campaigns around commencement, when we have 
the highest chance of attracting new alumni.”

• Power Editor, as its name suggests, is designed for 
advanced users and off ers powerful features such as data 
mining, the ability to save audience groups so you can 
retarget them, and many others. Though Ads Manager 
works well for many uses, Power Editor is better for large 
campaigns and email uploads—matching email addresses on 
your list with people’s Facebook pages. It’s also the tool
you’d use to do highly targeted advertising based on 
interests, location, and affi  liation.

These tools off er the ability to run highly sophisticated ad 
campaigns. For example, Cornell staff  uploaded 240,000 
email addresses from the university’s database to Facebook; 
108,000 matched addresses of Facebook users. The univer-
sity could assume that the people whose addresses were 
in Cornell’s database had some relationship with Cornell 
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Great content lends to organic reach, like this photo posted by the Cornell Alumni 
Association. Juxtaposing the Cornell brand in cities around the world proved to be 
wildly popular with alumni, parents, and donors.



and thus were already constituents. By using Facebook’s 
ad tools, staff  could target these people in various ways—a 
highly effi  cient form of outreach.

Strategies for Success
No matter whether you’re boosting, promoting, or adver-
tising on Facebook, social strategists emphasize that what’s 
important is being clear about your goals and sharing high-
quality content in the fi rst place.

Anna Whinnery, content and marketing specialist at the 
Peabody College of Education at Vanderbilt, noted that the 
college’s marketing strategy on Facebook follows its overall 
content strategy: “Our content strategy consists of promot-
ing content that falls into four buckets: (1) research, (2) our 
people, (3) on campus, and (4) the Peabody Diff erence. We 
make sure that all the video content we share fi ts into one of 
these four categories.”

It’s also essential to develop high-quality content. Ashley 
Budd, director of digital marketing at Cornell University, 
notes that much of the content her institution shares on 
Facebook consists of photos and videos, since that content 
plays well with many of Cornell’s audiences. They also 
aim for something clever or amusing about their images.

When Vanderbilt University boosts posts on the main uni-
versity Facebook page, Jenny Mandeville chooses posts that 
are “research-based.” They are generally about “the type 
of research that supports the university’s academic stra-
tegic plan, but that isn’t necessarily going to be a huge hit 
organically. For example, we wouldn’t promote a video that 

is already going viral, but we might promote one that has a 
strong message that we’d like more people to see.” Vander-
bilt boosts one to two posts a month, Mandeville reports, 
and increased its budget for boosting in its main accounts 
modestly this year.

So why wouldn’t you want to boost a post? Because you may 
want to reach some of your fans, but not all of them. For 
example, Colgate University uses Facebook Ads for a simple 
reason. As Matt Hames, the university’s communications 
strategist, points out, “Our Facebook is on the fi rst page 
for a Google search for ‘Colgate University.’ We don’t want 
prospective students to see asks. If you boost a post, you 
gotta make a post, and then it is on your wall.” With 
advertising, Colgate engages selected fans for whom the 
message is appropriate. Others don’t see those messages, 
so prospective students checking out Colgate’s Facebook 
page aren’t confronted with fundraising asks.

Facebook provides highly effi  cient options for advertising. 
Depending on how you structure your campaigns, you can 
elect a cost-per-click option or page “likes.” Either way, 
you pay only when you achieve the desired outcome. And 
you can cap your daily spending and total spending—so 
you won’t exceed the budget you set for the campaign.

Advertising on Instagram
It’s important to know that you can also use Facebook’s 
Ads Manager and Power Editor to advertise on Instagram. 
Although many education institutions aren’t advertising on 
Instagram at the moment, it’s a channel that is of growing 
importance because engagement is high and the biggest 
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Vanderbilt University 
boosted this post on the 
main university Facebook 
page. Jenny Mandeville 
noted that this post was 
selected for boosting 
because “it fi ts into 
Vanderbilt’s commitment 
to diversity, as well as 
promoting ground
breaking research.”

Great Lakes Educational Loan 
Services, Inc., posted this 
video to its Facebook page in 
February, congratulating 
scholarship recipients. By 
boosting it, they were able to 
reach more than 19,000 people 
and received more than 9,000 
views of the video.



users—teens and young adults—are desirable and hard to 
reach through other channels.

Promoting and Advertising on Twitter
You can also promote tweets on Twitter. Essentially, Twitter 
says, “Promoted Tweets are ordinary Tweets purchased by
advertisers who want to reach a wider group of users or to 
spark engagement from their existing followers.” In every 
other respect, promoted tweets are just like regular tweets: 
You can retweet them, reply to them, and like them.

Like boosted or promoted Facebook posts, promoted tweets 
are used to attract attention to specifi c content or messages 
and to reach a broader group of your followers—or specifi c
kinds of audience members. Businesses use promoted 
tweets to drive traffi  c to coupons on their website, publicize 
sales, and for similar purposes. Colleges could use them 
to market a giving day or target certain kinds of followers, 
such as media.

Promoted tweets appear at the top of relevant search pages 
on twitter.com or in the timelines of Twitter users if the 
tweet is relevant to that user. You can target your entire 
Twitter following or a group within that following.

As Matt Hames at Colgate University noted, “You’re now 
able to advertise on Twitter to a custom audience based on
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email addresses. We used Twitter for a March Madness 
appeal, using each team’s account to promote the athletic 
giving challenge. It was generally a success. We’re trying to 
fi nd more places to use Twitter.”

Still, not many education institutions are using Twitter. 
As Jenny Mandeville at Vanderbilt noted, “We have tried 
paid promotions on Twitter in the past, but without a 
massive ad budget it is diffi  cult to get any traction on the 
platform.” This seems to be the consensus among social 
strategists at most education institutions.

Promoting and Advertising on LinkedIn
LinkedIn also off ers a variety of ways in which you can reach 
audiences on its platform. Unlike Facebook, LinkedIn is 
used by professionals for networking with other profession-
als, so you can target ads based on specifi c industries or 
job titles. You can create your own ads using the LinkedIn 
Ads platform, choosing either sponsored updates, which 
appear in a user’s news feed, or text ads, which appear in the 
user’s right-hand column. Both of them allow you to insert 
links so you can direct people to a LinkedIn page or to 
a website. 

At present, colleges and universities are mostly using 
LinkedIn’s advertising and promotions for student recruit-
ment, not for advancement purposes.

Great Lakes Educational Loan Services, Inc., used Facebook Custom Audience 
to place 12 versions of this post (with varying imagery and copy) to reach 
out to recent students who had not opened their emails about student loan 
repayment. 

It was not posted organically. (Facebook Custom Audience enables you to 
create a targeted audience based on data you provide, such as email addresses 
or Facebook IDs from your database. You can then use Ads Manager or Power 
Editor to create an ad for that audience.)

Dr. Liz Gross, social media and market research strategist, explained, “We 
learned that custom audience ads (for us) can be good for awareness or 
driving website clicks with people who don’t engage via email, but shouldn’t be 
expected to result in an online conversion through a form, login, etc.”

Budget for the ads was $2,750, and they were shown to a custom audience 
of 16,200 with a reach of 13,799, resulting in 810 clicks. That translated to a 
5 percent unique CTR (click-through rate) and $3.40 CPC (cost per click). 
Although the ad campaign ran for two weeks, most clicks occurred within the 
fi rst four days.




