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APUS/Serengeti Communications Case Study

Case Background: American Public University System (APUS) is a leading provider of 
online post-secondary educati on focused primarily on serving the military and public 
service communiti es.  Through two universiti es, American Military University (AMU) 
and American Public University (APU), APUS serves over 45,000 students who live and 
work in all 50 states and more than 100 countries.  APUS is committ ed to expanding 
access to underserved learners through aff ordable, high quality, distance learning pro-
grams.

Goal:  In 2004, APUS began working with Serengeti  Communicati ons, a digital market-
ing consulti ng fi rm, to create online marketi ng programs that would meet aggressive 
student growth goals while keeping marketi ng costs low.  Average industry “cost per 
acquisiti on” (the cost to acquire a new student) was high.  APUS needed to identi fy 
channels and programs that would drive the maximum number of leads (new student 
inquiries) at the lowest cost per lead possible. 

Soluti on: Serengeti  Communicati ons conducted an audit to assess the potenti al of 
search engines as a marketi ng channel for APUS.  Serengeti  determined that the exist-
ing APUS Web site was not ideal for natural search engine opti mizati on (the process 
of manipulati ng a web site’s content and code in order to achieve high rankings in the 
“natural,” or unpaid results of a search engine).  In additi on, the online educati on mar-
ket was becoming highly competi ti ve, so achieving results from search engine opti miza-
ti on would not be possible in the short term.  “Pay Per Click” search marketi ng (paying 
search engines on a per click basis when a user clicks on a paid search listi ng) off ered 
the fastest way to reach prospecti ve students searching for informati on about online 
degree programs.  

Other large companies in the online educati on space were using Pay Per Click aggres-
sively.  Serengeti  Communicati ons employed a number of tacti cs to enable APUS to 
compete eff ecti vely in the space, such as purchasing “long tail” keywords (key phrases 
that consist of several words and are more specifi c in nature) , aggressive bid manage-
ment tools (constantly adjusti ng the price paid for keywords to maximize ROI), and test-
ing the eff ecti veness of ad copy and landing pages (the page at which a searcher arrives 
aft er clicking on an ad).

At the end of the fi rst year, Pay Per Click search marketi ng increased leads and applica-
ti ons by over 100%.  Cost per lead and acquisiti on were lower than that of other mar-
keti ng channels, so the program was expanded and conti nued to grow over the next 
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two years.

By 2007, the cost of clicks had begun to rise steadily as more universiti es entered the 
Pay Per Click space.  Serengeti  anti cipated that maintaining the very low cost per lead 
would be increasingly diffi  cult.  In order to reduce the cost of the program, Serengeti  
Communicati ons assisted APUS in setti  ng up an in-house Pay Per Click marketi ng de-
partment.  Managing the daily requirements of a Pay Per Click program in-house en-
abled APUS to reduce outsourcing fees and protect the high ROI of the channel. 

Results:  APUS is now in its fi ft h year of Pay Per Click marketi ng.  Over the fi ve-year 
period, leads generated from Pay Per Click search marketi ng have increased by over 
1200%.  While cost per lead and cost per applicati on have increased as the market be-
came more competi ti ve, Pay Per Click conti nues to be a top performer for APUS, both in 
terms of the share of total leads generated and low cost per lead.  Beth LaGuardia, Di-
rector of Marketi ng, intends to conti nue expanding the program:  “We are sti ll uncover-
ing incremental effi  ciencies and new lead sources all the ti me.  Ulti mately, Pay Per Click 
will conti nue to be a key driver of new students in our market, and we will conti nue to 
refi ne and expand our use of the channel.”  


