
MARKETING TO COLLEGE STUDENTS is not for
the faint of heart. First off, the 13.8 million 
college students on campus in 2009—with a
projected spending power of $250 billion—are
voracious consumers of media time, according to
a recent study by Alloy Media + Marketing/Harris
Interactive®. Secondly, the 18-24 demographic,
weaned on an ever-evolving array of devices, is
far more media-savvy than their predecessors
and they are notoriously skeptical of traditional
campaigns that exist solely to push product. 

Fortunately, there is a way to reach this 
mercurial crowd. The method is deceptively 
simple and devilishly complex: You have to build

a relationship with them.
For the past 11 years,

that’s exactly what
California-based AllDorm
has been doing. The

company has cultivated a
vast network of relation-

ships with campus
groups, students and
school administrators
at 1,500 universities
and colleges in the
U.S. and Canada. And

it’s that network that allows AllDorm, on behalf
of clients such as Comcast,
McDonald’s, Bebe, Cosmopolitan and
mtvU, to use its peer-to-peer mar-
keting strategies in dormitories and
other school facilities, says CEO Tom
Unger.

“Perhaps the strongest value-add
that we provide is that we under-
stand the unique folklore of each
campus like nobody else,” Unger says.

DON'T HIT THEM OVER THE HEAD

Chris Esposito, president and CEO of Woodstock,
Ga.-based Digital College Network, also has been
building relationships on college campuses.
Esposito’s firm manages a collection of 42-inch
LCD TV screens that are placed in high-traffic
spots in university bookstores and are seen 
by more than 4 million students, faculty and
alumni each month. DCN’s offering, which is
expected to reach 500 campuses by year’s end,
is populated with programming produced by and
for students and is seeded with 15-, 30- and 
60-second commercial pods available to local or
national advertisers.

“We create cool content that has a call to
action,” Esposito explains. “It’s robust and it’s

lifestyle. But you don’t want to be hitting them
over the head either. You have to develop an

environment where they actually appreciate 
the content and the advertising messages you
provide them. It can be very powerful for a
brand to wrap themselves around that type of
environment.”

Back at AllDorm, General Manager
Fiona Henderson, who joined the
company last May from McCann
Erickson’s San Francisco office,
can attest to the potential
power of the college campus as
a marketing incubator.

“When they’re in college,
they are virgins to the con-
sumer world because it’s
their first real taste of mak-
ing big brand decisions on
their own,” she says. “When
companies do their job the

right way at this time in a consumer’s life,
there’s a good chance that that consumer will

stay with the brand and provide
considerable ROI over time.”

IT's OK TO BE CLEVER

Henderson says campaigns on 
college campuses can be a bit
unconventional, as long as they 
are rooted in well-developed 

strategic thinking and planning.
“It’s OK to be clever, but make sure your

message respects the intelligence of this 
audience.” she says. “These kids are super-smart
and switched on to what’s going on out there.
They’re informed and they’re hyper-social.”

That last characteristic is the driving force
behind an initiative that AllDorm plans to
introduce in May that will allow college stu-
dents to take part in branded campaigns to

raise money for a variety of social causes.
“This is going to be a way for clients

to increase their cause marketing,” says
Henderson, adding that studies have
shown that 89 percent of consumers
would switch to a comparable brand if it
was affiliated with a good cause. “And it
allows our brands to connect with college
students in a new way.” ●

SPECIAL ADVERTISING SECTION TO ADWEEK, BRANDWEEK AND MEDIAWEEK

“You have to develop an 
environment where they actually
appreciate the content and the
advertising messages.”
— Chris Esposito, CEO, Digital College Network

C1
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The Campus Connection
Marketers are seeing the benefits of building 
long-lasting bonds at colleges and universities.
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