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Abstract 

 

 Recently published reports on Roman Catholic elementary schools in the United 

States affirm the continuance of some disconcerting long-term trends that began 

approximately twenty-five years ago. Student enrollment in Roman Catholic primary schools 

continues to grow at a very modest rate and, more importantly, the number of Roman 

Catholic elementary schools continues to decline with many closing their doors. While some 

have rationalized that the decline can be attributed to a decline in the birth rate, a shift of the 

population to the suburbs, higher costs and fewer religious faculty, recent research studies 

indicate that such barriers may possibly be overcome with carefully planned and 

implemented marketing strategies. The plausible assumption, then, is that positive trends in 

Roman Catholic school enrollment can be effectuated through appropriate marketing 

programs.  

 

The purpose of this research study was to determine the effects of a comprehensive 

marketing plan on the enrollment efforts of a parochial school. The components of a well 

done marketing plan were explored and outlined throughout the study. Research questions 

explored during this study examined the effects of a marketing plan on the perceptions and 

attitudes of perspective clients and the extent to which those effects influenced enrollment 

decisions.   

 

The research design was a mixed methods approach. Both qualitative and quantitative 

methods, as well as the literature review for marketing design, were employed to detail the 

components of a well designed marketing plan the results of which assisted in the 

enhancement of  the image of St. Jude the Apostle School in the marketplace; the creation of 

an awareness of the name of the school, it’s service offerings and areas of uniqueness leading 

to potential client interest and action; and the positioning of the school in the minds of 

existing and potential families, differentiating St. Jude from its competitor schools. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

 

Overview 

 In 1884 The Third Plenary Council of Baltimore decreed there should be a Roman 

Catholic school in every parish. The Baltimore mandate required that pastors build, staff and 

operate a parish school and, further, that all Roman Catholic parents send their children to the 

parish school. The United States Council of Catholic Bishops (USCCB), in support of this 

decree, loudly proclaimed that every Roman Catholic child should be in a Roman Catholic 

school. The USCCB is an assembly of the hierarchy of the United States and the U.S. Virgin 

Islands who jointly exercise certain pastoral functions on behalf of the Catholic Christian 

faithful of the United States. The bishops themselves constitute the membership of the 

Conference whose purpose is to unify, coordinate, encourage, promote and carry on Catholic 

activities in the United States with reference to charitable works, social work and education.  

The conference has two major committees that include the Committee on Canonical Affairs 

and Church Governance and the Committee on Catholic Education.  It is the Committee on 

Catholic Education that supported such a noble goal and grand design, earnestly pursued for 

nearly a century in an effort to guarantee that a value oriented and spiritually inspired 

educational system be available for every Roman Catholic child in the United States.  

Indeed, for over a century, most of the resources of the Roman Catholic Church and the time 

and talents of those involved with her were spirited in the direction of transforming the 

decree from mandate to dream fulfilled.  

 For three quarters of a century, schools were built, students were enrolled and the 

dream became a reality. The American Roman Catholic community saw Roman Catholic 

school education as the number one priority of the church in America.  The massive amount 
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of contributed services generated by religious communities, the consistently high experience 

of church attendance, offertory giving and the insignificant cost of providing a quality 

education as compared to today, guaranteed a solid financial base that contributed to 

unprecedented growth (Youniss & Convey, 2000). 

Over the past three decades, however, Roman Catholic schools have experienced a 

paradigm shift. In 1972 the USCCB issued a pastoral on education, To Teach As Jesus Did.  

The Bishops Educational Pastoral of 1972 introduced the section on Roman Catholic schools 

as follows: 

“Of the educational programs available to the Roman Catholic   community, Roman 

Catholic schools afford the fullest and best opportunity to realize the threefold 

purpose of education, community, mission and service”(Conference, 1973)  

 

 In contrast to the Baltimore decree, Roman Catholic parents were no longer required 

to send their children to a Roman Catholic school. The USCCB clearly stated that, while 

Roman Catholic education was the best option to perpetuate the educational mission of the 

church, it was no longer the only option. With parents able to choose an educational setting 

for their children from religious, private, or public school, enrollments in Roman Catholic 

schools began to decline nationwide. Filling Roman Catholic schools drifted from a position 

of obligation to a position of opportunity and challenge (Burke, 1993). 

At the same time, the church experienced declining attendance with a corresponding 

drop in offertory contributions.  Statistics continued to show a downward slide in religious 

vocations and a corresponding upward spiral in the cost of providing a Roman Catholic 

school education precipitated by a shift from religious teachers to predominately secular 

teachers. In the past 30 years, religious vocations have plummeted in most of the developed 

world.  From 180,000 religious sisters in the United States in the early 1970’s, the decline 
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yields fewer than 75,000 religious sisters today with over 50% aged 70 or older.  Today’s 

religious comprise only 4% of the teaching faculty in Roman Catholic schools while 96% 

percent consists of secular teachers (Miller, 2006. p.3). As the proportion of “non-vowed” 

teachers has grown, their salary and benefit demands have risen accordingly. 

The economic model of a Roman Catholic school system supported by collections 

and contributed services began to vanish. With offertory collections and other church 

revenues no longer covering the cost of operating the parish school, a new concept of 

financing Roman Catholic schools was implemented in the form of tuition. Despite the 

almost universal hesitancy on the part of schools to adopt tuition policies, it became the 

master of the day, threatening a repressive influence on enrollment. Each enrollment decline 

hosted a corresponding financial shortfall that in turn resulted in another tuition increase to 

local markets that could not bear it. The percentage of Roman Catholic school revenues 

obtained from tuition has increased since the 1970’s as operational costs have risen at rates 

exceeding general price inflation (Grant and Hunt, 1992). 

 Although schools are now well adjusted to the fact that tuition is necessary, an 

assumption has developed that hinders efforts to put Roman Catholic schools on a self-

sustaining and financially viable basis resulting in school closings nation wide. The 

assumption is that Roman Catholic parents will choose Roman Catholic schools regardless of 

tuition costs because of their reputation for excellence, discipline and the value of a religious 

based education.  Such an assumption is very much a part of the psychology that continues to 

foster situations whereby low enrollments yield only 59% of tuition revenues needed to 

balance school budgets. The result is a system that struggles to continue.  Many parents of 
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Roman Catholic school aged children have been forced to seek alternate “tuition free” public 

or charter schools thus eroding the market base for Roman Catholic schools.  

Recruiting and retaining a substantial market share  of the school age population is 

critical if Roman Catholic schools are to survive (Tracy, 2001). According to Richard Burke 

of the Roman Catholic School Management, Inc., the Roman Catholic school market can be 

restored if parents perceive Roman Catholic schools in positive cost-benefit terms.  Roman 

Catholic school enrollment demand can possibly be restored if parents can be persuaded to 

change their comparative evaluations of the educational options available to them.  

Additionally, parents of children currently enrolled in a Roman Catholic primary school have 

a greater chance of maintaining the enrollment if communications can continually reinforce 

their initial purchase decision as a good value. Therefore, as a means of recruiting new 

students and retaining currently enrolled students, Roman Catholic schools are compelled to 

adopt a function called marketing. 

Background of the problem  

 Since 1953, St. Jude the Apostle School (SJAS) has contributed to the long history of 

providing quality Roman Catholic education to the children of the North Greenbush area of 

Rensselaer County in upstate New York. The parish of St. Jude was established in 1950 to 

meet the needs of a growing Roman Catholic community.  It was in 1953 that these 

traditional Roman Catholic families sought parochial education as a fulfillment of the 

mandates of the church.  During this period, a religious community provided staffing for the 

school.  It was not uncommon for the class size to exceed 40 students.  Salaries and fringe 

benefits were not a substantial issue due to religious staffing.  It is also important to note that 
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in the early 1950’s tuition was free to the families of the parish with the understanding that 

Sunday offerings covered the costs of the school. 

 Over the past five decades, society has changed.  Church attendance has declined and 

with the 1972 pastoral, To Teach As Jesus Did, the Roman Catholic tradition of providing a 

parochial school education for the children in North Greenbush has also changed.  By the 

1990’s, secular staffing predominated and, as a result, tuition costs and associated expenses 

dramatically changed.  Parents were still unaccustomed to paying tuition. Each tuition hike 

was met with considerable resistance and, ultimately, declining enrollment.  Class size had 

diminished to less than full capacity. Information gathered from the Basic Educational Data 

Systems Report (BEDS) of the New York State Education Department (NYSED) and The 

Annual Statistical Report (AST) of the Roman Catholic Diocese of Albany (RCDA) shows a 

33% downward trend in enrollment for SJAS from 200 students in 1985 to 120 students in 

2008.  

Most recently on a Diocesan level, RCDA entered into a long-range planning process 

in 2006 the results of which were to be completed by 2009  with implementation beginning 

in 2009 and spanning a five-year phase in through 2014.  This grassroots planning process, 

known as Called to BE Church, involved thousands of Catholics across the Diocese in 

shaping the future of the church — specifically, aligning its physical, financial and personnel 

resources in a way that would serve the greatest number of Catholics now and in the future, 

while preserving the Church’s commitment to inner cities, the poor, elderly and infirmed, and 

other vulnerable populations. Thirty-eight local planning groups (comprised of parish leaders 

and lay parishioners-representatives from two or more neighboring parishes) studied issues 

on church attendance, demographics, finances, religious vocations and the decline thereof.  
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The local planning groups studied these issues on a neighborhood and regional level across 

the 14 counties of the Diocese.   

After 2 ½ years, more than 600 meetings, input from more than 10,000 Catholics 

across the Albany Diocese, and prayerful consideration, the final decisions of the Diocese’s 

planning process were reached with no area or region untouched by the change including the 

local planning region comprising St. Jude the Apostle Parish.  The changes in parish 

alignment were driven by the following: 

1. Most cities across the Albany 

2.  Diocese have lost between 25 and 39 percent of their populations since 1960. 

3. Suburban areas have grown by 50 percent or more during that time. 

4. There are likely to be fewer than 100 Diocesan priests serving 132 parishes within 

five years. In the 1960s, there were approximately 400 priests in the Diocese. 

5. Many of the multiple urban and ethnic parishes built in the early 20
th

 century only 

a few blocks from each other in cities are now under-used because of population 

shifts 

In total, 33 worship sites will close across the Diocese over a five-year period, 

through the end of 2014 affirming the continual downward trend in church attendance, 

population within the church and religious vocations. Within the local planning group where 

St. Jude the Apostle School is located one church or worship site will close.  This will leave 

two feeder parishes in the immediate vicinity of SJAS and one additional feeder-parish in the 

near vicinity for a total of three feeder parishes for SJAS enrollment recruitment efforts. 
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Problem Statement   

The next three years are of critical importance to St. Jude the Apostle School.  The 

Office of the Superintendent of Schools and The Albany Diocesan School Board has 

stipulated that all schools must have a minimum enrollment of 25 students per grade within 

the next three years when they will be assessed for future viability. Additionally, SJAS local 

school board supports this goal. Full capacity is defined as 175 students composed of a 

maximum class size of 25 students per grade in each grade K through 6.  

Preliminary Data Supporting the Need for Intervention 

 The preliminary data supporting the need for intervention in response to declining 

enrollment at SJAS is taken from two sources.  The first is the AST Report, which is housed 

in both the local school office and RCDA offices. This data was also collected from the 

BEDS report furnished by NYSED. The data in Table 1 shows a 40-student gap between the 

current enrollment and the expected enrollment at SJAS. 

Table 1 

St. Jude the Apostle School gap between current enrollment and expected enrollment 

 K 1 2 3 4 5 6 Total 

Current 

2008 

26 24 21 16 18 20 16 139 

 

Expected 

 

25 

 

 

25 

 

25 

 

25 

 

25 

 

25 

 

25 

 

175 

Gap +1 -1 -4 -9 -7 -5 -9 -35 

  

 Additionally, income loss resulting from declining enrollments impacts programs, 

staffing and facilities enhancements. The data in Table 2, furnished from the finance board of 
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SJAS shows a 21% loss of income as a direct result of the gap between current enrollment 

and expected enrollment.   

Table 2 

Income gap for St. Jude the Apostle School shown by expected vs actual student enrollment 

for the year 2008 

 Students Tuition rate per 

student 

 

Total tuition 

Expected Income 

 

175 $3,000. $525,000. 

Actual Income 

 

139 $3,000. $417,000 

Gap 

 

-35 $3,000. $108,000 

 

Context of the Setting 

 SJAS, a Kindergarten through Grade Six elementary school, is nestled in the small 

rural village of Wynantskill, New York serving predominately middle class families.  It is the 

parish elementary school of St. Jude the Apostle Church (SJAC) and one of the 30 schools in 

the RCDA School System. The Diocese spans fourteen counties in New York State.  Schools 

are located in nine of those counties. Within the system 800 teachers serve approximately 

7,500 students. Data furnished from the RCDA curriculum offices show it is a school system 

that enjoys a high degree of success on state examinations while serving a multi-cultural 

population. Yet, enrollments have declined system wide.  Table 3 shows a 32% decline in 

diocesan schools over the last ten years. 
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Table 3 

 

Diocesan enrollments showing ten-year decline 

 
 

Years 1997 1998 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 
 

Total 

Diocesan 
Schools 

 

11,105 10,762 10,452 10,254 10,024 9,798 9,339 8,878 8,055 7,612 

Change 
from 

prior 

year 

 

(146) (343) (310) (198) (230) (226) (459) (461)  (823) (443) 

% 

change 

(1.3%) (3.1%) (2.9%) (1.9%) (2.2%) (2.3%) (4.7%) (4.9%) (9.3%) (5.5%) 

 

SJAS is also located within four miles of two other Roman Catholic churches, St. 

Michael the Archangel Church (SMAC) and St. Henry Church (SHC).  Neither of these 

parish churches has an elementary school but is considered to be a feeder parish for 

enrollment to SJAS. In the years prior to entrance level and early grade level enrollment at 

SJAS, there were approximately 180 baptisms among the three parishes.  SJAS achieved 

approximately a ten percent share of the market of potential consumers. However, 

approximately 14% of the market share is needed to reach full capacity of student 

enrollment. As tables four and five show, this represents a gap of approximately four percent.  

Table 4 

 

Total Number of Children Baptized In Cluster Parishes 1999-2003 

 

 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 

 

St. Jude 39 39 37 29 30 

 

St. Henry 62 55 62 71 65 

 

St. Michael 81 96 86 81 80 

 

Total Baptism 182 190 185 181      175 
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Table 5 

 

St. Jude the Apostle School Gap between Percent of Market Share of Baptized Children 

Needed from Feeder Parishes for Full Enrollment and Percent  Achieved 1999-2003 

 

 Percent 

Required 

Percent  

Achieved 

 

Gap 

1999 11% 8% 3% 

 

2000 14% 12% 2% 

 

2001 13% 12% 1% 

 

2002 14% 10% 4% 

 

2003 14% 12% 2% 

 

 

In addition to its own diocesan structure within which SJAS must operate, it is 

physically located in the Town of North Greenbush 15 miles east of the state capital of 

Albany, New York providing a fertile employment ground for today’s young professional 

families. In recent years, the town evolved from a rural farming area to a suburb replete with 

new housing starts, businesses and an increasing population.  The most recent Census from 

the Town of North Greenbush indicates an average population of 11,000 comprising 4,200 

households with 30% containing children of elementary school age totaling approximately 

1,200 children available for elementary enrollment.  The employment demographic shows 

approximately 80% of working persons are employed in professional occupations that 

include management positions, health, education and social services, real estate, finance and 

government service as well as the self-employed in service industries such as restaurant 
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establishments and retail stores.  Another 20% of the working population is employed in 

construction or production occupations. The average income per family is approximately 

$78,000 per year.   

This growth continues with a population of middle class and upper middle class 

professional families whose children have the option to attend the Wynantskill Union Free 

School District (WUFSD). The WUFSD is a small suburban school district that is highly 

competitive and one whose parents demand a high level of academic excellence and 

achievement. It is within these two arenas, the RCDA school system and the WUFSD that 

SJAS must provide educational services, compete for the same population, perform with 

competitive test scores and serve today’s parents who are professionally savvy and 

educationally discriminating consumers.  

The yearly Comprehensive Assessment Report (CAR) from NYSED shows that SJAS 

enjoys a high degree of success on NYS Examinations in English Language Arts and 

Mathematics as compared to our Roman Catholic and public competitor schools. Between 90 

to 95 percent of students consistently meet or surpass the NYSED Commissioners required 

Regulations of NYS Learning Standards. A fully certified and long tenured teaching faculty 

is responsible for the high academic achievement.  

Table 6 shows a credentialed staff with an average teaching commitment of 

approximately 20 years.  In addition to longevity, 80 percent of the faculty achieved 

permanent NYS teaching certification with 90 percent having earned an advanced degree 

beyond the Bachelor’s level and a little over 20 percent beyond the Master’s level. 
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Table 6 

 

Demographic characteristics of St. Jude the Apostle Faculty  

 
Grade Level Age SJS yrs. Of 

service 

Total yrs. Of 

Teaching 

Degree Perm. 

cert.  
NYS 

Prov. cert.  

NYS 

       

K 24  2  2 MS Y  

       

1 50 11 30 MS Y  

       

2 30 10 10 MS Y  

       

3 40 17 17 MS Y  

       

4 60 17 27 BS Y  

       

5 60 24 24 BS Y  

       

6 58 10 20 BS N Y 

       

Phys. Ed. 40 17 23 MS Y  

       

Art 40 10 14 MS Y  

       

Music 35  2 15 MS N N 

       

Spanish 24  1  1 MS Y  

       

  

 In the spring of 2008, the RCDA School Board and the Superintendent of schools 

required all RCDA schools to engage in a strategic planning process requiring each school to 

identify its most critical needs. The five areas of the planning process were: Roman Catholic 

identity, educational program, enrollment, finance and facilities.  Under section three, 

enrollment, SJAS planning committee identified the need to increase enrollment as its 

highest priority. Goal three states: “St. Jude the Apostle School administration and board 

shall explore, study and establish successful strategies for improving recruitment efforts for 

St. Jude School.” (SJAS, 2006) (Appendix A) 
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Purpose of the Research Study and Research Questions 

 The purpose of this research study will be to determine the effects of a strategic 

marketing plan on the enrollment efforts of a parochial school.  Four research questions will 

be explored during this study: 

1. What are the components of a well done comprehensive marketing plan? 

2. To what extent does a comprehensive marketing plan influence the perceptions 

and attitudes of perspective parents? 

3. To what extent does a comprehensive marketing plan influence the enrollment of 

a parochial school? 

4. To what extent do individual components of a comprehensive marketing plan 

affect enrollment in a parochial school? 

The research questions will be explored through a mixed methods approach using 

both qualitative and quantitative research to be more fully developed and defined in Chapter 

Three. 

Statement of Potential Significance 

As a distinct academic sub-discipline, a research domain, and a field of applied 

practice, educational marketing is still in its infancy. Its theoretical and conceptual 

framework was appropriated from for-profit marketing studies and the normative literature 

on educational marketing is basically an adaptation of texts that were originally designed for 

use by profit-making enterprises. The bulk of the prescriptive literature was published in the 

United Kingdom following the enactment of parental choice legislation in 1988 (see, for 

example, Davies & Ellison, 1997). In the United States, school marketing literature has been 

addressed mainly to public schools and is consequently oriented toward gaining community 
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support rather than increasing consumer demand (see, for example, Carroll & Carroll, 1994; 

Hanson, 1992; Hanson & Walter, 1992, 1993). 

In a year 2000 issue of the Catholic School Management Letter, Richard Burke 

claimed that "Roman Catholic school marketing evolved from the early days of this century 

when educators felt there was no need to market their schools, into advertising, then 

marketing, and now marketing coupled with strategic planning" (p.1). Oddly enough, 

however, in the remainder of the article Burke went on to describe and recommend specific 

marketing practices for use by Roman Catholic schools focusing only on "tactical" tools and 

techniques. Burke provided no explanation of how any of these measures related to strategic 

marketing. Indeed, when we examine the normative literature on Roman Catholic school 

marketing, we encounter an enormous gap between the use of "strategic marketing" rhetoric, 

and a focus on relatively simple public relations efforts. 

The National Catholic Education Association (NCEA) launched a "National 

Marketing Campaign for Roman Catholic Schools" in the decade of the 1990’s.  At the 

national level, this effort entailed selling a marketing campaign kit to local schools. The kit 

itself consisted of sample news releases and advertisements updated on an annual basis, 

along with such promotional items such as logo-bearing t-shirts, posters, and bumper stickers 

(Pastelis 2003, pp.3-4). What is noteworthy at this juncture is that, at the national level, the 

NCEA "campaign" was not a basis for a full-fledged marketing program; it was, instead, a 

basis for an extensive public relations effort only.  

As Pastelis (2003) has recently observed, despite the centrality accorded to marketing 

by Roman Catholic school administrators since the early 1970s, the literature dedicated to the 
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description and assessment of marketing programs is exceedingly thin. On this count, he 

remarked: 

As for Roman Catholic schools, little has been written about the specific topic of 

public relations and marketing at the school or at the central office level. Yet the 

mandate for public relations in Roman Catholic schools is clearly stated by the 

National Conference of Roman Catholic Bishops (1972) when they wrote that steps 

must be taken to ensure the future of Roman Catholic schools including "joining with 

other non-public schools in marketing efforts" (pp.10-11). 

 

What we have then is evidence of a strong and mounting need for a large proportion 

of Roman Catholic primary schools to address adverse trends in student recruitment and 

retention, the plausible assumption that these tandem objectives can be effectuated through 

appropriate marketing programs, and some indication that these schools have taken action 

accordingly. What we do not know, however, is whether these programs have attained their 

goals and, if so, which marketing techniques have proven most effective. The empirical 

works examined in this survey of educational marketing suggest that while educational 

decision-makers believe that marketing is important, they have not implemented anything 

resembling strategic marketing programs or even more narrowly-construed "tactical" 

marketing campaigns. 

As it now stands, while there is cause to believe that Roman Catholic primary schools 

would benefit from a strategic marketing effort, there is very little empirical evidence to 

support this hypothesis. Pastelis' study findings furnish indirect evidence that marketing 

programs can help schools attain valued objectives. Parental surveys have highlighted core 

themes that might prove effective in persuading parents to enroll their children in a Roman 

Catholic primary school and, furthermore, to keep them enrolled. Plainly, then, additional 

empirical investigations of the effects of Roman Catholic primary school marketing 
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programs are warranted, and it is toward that end that this study's original field research is 

directed. 

Conceptual Framework 

The field of study is in marketing of Education for increased enrollment in Catholic 

Schools.  Therefore, analysis of information and data through research will be discussed with 

the marketing function in mind as it relates to Catholic Education and the need for proactive 

anticipation of the changing needs and wants of consumers in the educational marketplace. 

Educational marketing is still in its infancy as a research domain.  Its theoretical and 

conceptual framework was appropriated from general (for-profit) marketing studies.  This 

view holds that marketing is more than a function and process it is a philosophy with the sole 

purpose of organizing the marketing effort around satisfying the needs of the consumer. 

There are five basic concepts in the marketing function: One understands needs/desires of 

current and potential consumers; One assists in developing an offering to satisfy the 

consumer; One develops informative and persuasive communication flows between the 

organization and the consumer; One ensures the offering is brokered at a fair and best price; 

One keeps the consumer satisfied after the exchange. 

For the conceptual framework of these five interrelated concepts to be successful 

there is an inherent and underlying assumption that marketing is being accepted on two 

levels—as an overall philosophy of the organization and a functional tool.  As an 

organizational philosophy, marketing must permeate the entire school and have the complete 

support of those involved in the internal organization.  It is critical to obtain, nurture and 

maintain an adopted, collective mindset of administrator, school board, finance board, faculty 
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and staff.  As a functional tool, it is critical that marketing is recognized as managerial 

approach with specific attention to consumer need satisfaction, product and price. 

Summary of the Methodology 

The research design will be a mixed methods approach. Both qualitative and 

quantitative methods, as well as the literature review for marketing design, will be employed.  

The comprehensive literature review will assist in detailing the components of a well 

designed marketing plan. The results of which will aid in the enhancement of an image of 

SJAS in the marketplace; create an awareness of the name of SJAS, its service offerings and 

areas of uniqueness that may lead to potential client interest and action; and help position 

SJAS in the minds of existing and potential families.  

Research will include a literature review of the marketing function, a market analysis 

to furnish market segmentation, market targeting and market positioning yielding a media 

mix campaign in an identified demographic area. Focus group research, a Chi-square 

Automatic Interaction Detector (CHAID) analysis, pre and post campaign surveys and a 

reach and frequency study in cost benefit terms will support the four research questions of 

study.  

A Chi-square Automatic Interaction Detector (CHAID) is a systematic, exploratory 

technique that can successfully identify market segments by uncovering interactions between 

attitudes toward several different factors, and the relationship between identified patterns of 

attitudes such as those used in purchasing decisions. CHAID detects interaction between 

variables in the data set. Based on historical consumer data, CHAID Analysis can be used to 

analyze characteristics and major demographics of consumers. A blue print can be produced 

to provide an understanding of the consumer profile and factors affecting consumers’  
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decisions or preferences. Such a consumer profile can give a clear picture of which type of 

person is most likely to buy a certain product or service based on purchase attitudes, geo-

demographics and lifestyle attributes.  In school admissions, CHAID can be used to 

determine patterns of differences in school inquirers to determine what factors will most 

influence a consumer’s decision to attend a particular school. CHAID does this by 

identifying discrete groups of respondents and, by taking their responses to explanatory 

variables, seeks to predict what the impact will be on the dependent variable.  It is a highly 

visual means of data presentation that commonly takes the form of an organization chart and 

does not entail any formulas or equations (Kotler, 1995,  p.259) 

Definition of Key Terms 

 

Available Market. Set of consumers who have interest, income, and access to a 

particular market offer. (Kotler, p. 195) 

Branding. This is the highest form of name recognition.  A symbol or sign 

representing your institution evokes name awareness and even emotion. (Brand & Robinette, 

p.40)  

Called to BE Church.  The theme or name given to the ongoing pastoral planning 

process in the Albany Diocese since 2006.  

CHAID Analysis for Customer Profiling. Based on historical customer data, CHAID 

Analysis can be used to analyze characteristics and major demographics of customers. A blue 

print can be produced to provide an understanding of the customer profile and factors 

affecting customers’ decisions or preferences. Such customer profile can give a clear picture 
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of which type of person is most likely to buy certain products and services based on factual 

purchase history, geo-demographics and lifestyle attributes.  

(Case Study: “Health Insurance Customer Profiling” for a national insurance company, 

2007.) 

CHAID Analysis for Customer Targeting. By mapping a customer list, CHAID 

Analysis can find the household clusters that have much higher incidence rates of purchasing 

a particular product or service. By concentrating on these household clusters, the actual reach 

and frequency hit rate of a media mix toward a target market can be dramatically reduced. 

The result is fewer hits with higher sales returns. (Case Study: “Potential Customer Indexing” 

for a company providing residential services, 2007, 2008.) 

Image. What we think, believe and feel towards something constitutes its image, even 

though that image may not match reality.  Image is the sum of the perception, attitudes, 

beliefs, ideas and feelings held about an institution.  Image is usually based on what people 

see and hear and on what they believe. (Carroll & Carroll, p61)  

Justification of the purchase decision. This is a strong inherent need to justify a 

purchase when emotion and price are involved. (Burke, p.3) 

Market. Set of actual and potential customers for a market offer. (Kotler, p.194)  

Marketing. The analysis, planning, implementation and control of carefully 

formulated programs designed to bring about voluntary exchanges of values with target 

markets to achieve institutional objectives.  Marketing involves designing the institution’s 

offerings to meet the target markets’ needs and desires, and using effective pricing, 

communication and distribution to inform, motivate and service these markets. (Kotler, p.6) 

Market Offer. The service, program or product offered to a market. (Kotler, p.194) 
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Market Segmentation. The process of dividing the market into consumer groups with 

similar preferences, purchase behaviors, and other characteristics and developing product and 

marketing programs best suited to such groups.  This leads to identifying a qualified 

available market. (Andrews and Currim p.177).  

Media Mix. The best mix of distribution that is going to satisfy the reach and 

frequency target within a given marketing budget.  The possibilities are print, mail, signs, 

electronic media or special media.  Special media is a catchall term that may include things 

like hats, T-Shirts, mugs, and similar items. (Morgan, p.156) 

Parish.  A parish is a specific community of the Christian faithful within a diocese, 

under the authority of a pastor, parochial administrator or parish life director. As a general 

rule, a parish is territorial it comprises all the faithful within a specific geographical territory. 

Penetrated Market. Set of consumers actually consuming the market offer. (Kotler & Fox, 

p.196) 

Pastoral Planning. A structured process of systematically visioning and determining 

how to ensure the ongoing viability and vitality of the mission and ministry of the church in 

the Albany Diocese.  

Positioning. This marketing concept involves the placement of a product or service in 

the minds of consumers.  This is done in relationship to the perception of the product or 

service of similar institutions or the competition. (Trout, p.51) 

Potential Market. Set of consumers who have some level of interest in a defined 

market offer. (Kotler, p. 195) 
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Presbyteral Council. A Council of priests within the diocese required by Canon 

(Church) Law.  In the case of restructuring of parishes, as is the case with Called to BE 

Church, the Bishop must present his decisions to the Council and receive their input.  

Price Elasticity. Most commonly used measure of consumer’s sensitivity to price or 

the proportionate change in demand to a given change in price. (Burke, p.2) 

Qualified Available Market. Set of consumers who have interest, income, access and 

qualifications for the particular market offer. (Kotler, p.195) 

Reach and Frequency. How many people the marketer wants to reach (number of 

people exposed to advertising message) and frequency (number of exposures to advertising 

message) that may be needed to create the desired response. (Kotler, p.371) 

Target Market. Part of the qualified available market the institution puts effort into 

attracting and serving. This follows market segmentation. (Kotler, p.212) 

Limitations of the study 

1. It is to be acknowledged that, after attending a seminar on marketing for education, 

sponsored by the Catholic School Management Group, the researcher in this study 

holds an inherent favorable bias toward the importance of the marketing functions for 

educational institutions. 

2. The demographic area of research will be limited to one of the nine counties in which 

RCDA hosts Roman Catholic elementary schools.   

3. Although focus group research is most effective by limiting the sample population to 

three or four groups, the four groups of ten study participants in the initial stage of 

research represents less than 50% of the total population of families at SJAS.  
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Therefore, it is recognized that other variables on enrollment and justification of the 

purchase decision could have surfaced. 

4. The reliability of the CHAID analysis is assumed on a large return of surveys from 

the potential consumer population.  

5. The data from pre and post campaign use at SJAS can be transferable to allow other 

diocesan schools sufficient data to quantify the effectiveness of strategic marketing 

on parochial school enrollments.  It may, however, not be completely generalizeable 

as it is acknowledged that the demographic area of research can differ from other 

demographic areas of the diocese where schools are hosted. 
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature 

 Introduction 

Conducted under the joint aegis of the National Roman Catholic Education 

Association (NCEA) and the Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate (CARA) at 

Georgetown University, Mark Gray and Mary Gautier's (2006) recently-published report on 

Roman Catholic elementary schools in the United States affirmed the continuance of some 

disconcerting long-term trends that began in the late 1960s. Student enrollment in Roman 

Catholic primary schools during the period between 2001 and 2005 grew at a very modest 

rate, trailing the pace of increases in both total (public and private) elementary school 

attendance and the number of self-reported American Roman Catholics. Consequently, 

Roman Catholic primary schools suffered an erosion of their "market share" and a decline in 

the percentage of elementary school-aged Roman Catholic children attending "parochial" 

schools. Although the aggregate trend data obscure the presence of a bifurcated pattern in 

which many Roman Catholic primary schools enjoy robust demand for their service while 

others have suffered spare capacity, the Gray and Gautier study found no significant 

departure from a downward trajectory that began in the late 1960s. Of utmost importance, 

between 2001 and 2005, the number of Roman Catholic elementary schools in the United 

States fell from 6,913 to 6,574, yielding a net loss of 339 facilities (p.14). Concurrently, the 

mean size of the student bodies at Roman Catholic elementary schools declined at an even 

steeper rate, from an average of 308 to an average of 280 students (p.75). While the outlook 

provided by Gray and Gautier was not uniformly bleak, their study verified NCEA/CARA 

statistical data and collective anecdotal reports indicating that a large proportion of all 
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Roman Catholic primary schools have experienced a downward enrollment trajectory that 

has forced some of them to shutter their doors. 

 With one noteworthy exception, there is no indication that Roman Catholic primary 

schools lack the requisite resources to fulfill their educational missions. On the whole, 

Roman Catholic elementary schools continue to provide excellent academic instruction and 

religious/moral training within safe and orderly environments, and they are generally 

perceived as being superior to public and non-sectarian private schools by Roman Catholic 

parents. Nevertheless, many of these institutions are experiencing powerful and, in some 

instances, overwhelming financial pressures. As Thomas Hunt (2005) has succinctly stated, 

"money or the lack of it…is at the root of the problems confronting Roman Catholic schools 

today" (p.173). Since the early 1970s, the percentage of Roman Catholic school revenues 

derived from tuition (as opposed to parish/diocesan subsidies, private gifts and fund raising-

activities) has increased as operational costs (notably teaching staff salaries and benefits, 

including medical insurance) have climbed at a rate in excess of general price inflation. The 

outcome is that tuition charges have increased substantially and many Roman Catholic 

households with school-aged children have been virtually compelled to turn to "tuition-free" 

public schools. In one of three surveys embodied in Gray and Gautier's monograph, the 

researchers asked 510 Roman Catholic elementary school principals and 269 pastors of 

Roman Catholic parishes with elementary schools about changes in the ability of parents to 

pay rising tuition charges. A full 78 percent of these "school leaders" said that the ability of 

the Roman Catholic households in their communities to meet the tuition costs had declined 

between the 2000-2001 and 2004-2005 school years (p.102). Combined with results obtained 

from a sample of 143 diocesan school superintendents, Gray and Gautier discerned a "vicious 
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circle" phenomenon at work in many Roman Catholic elementary schools whereby tuition 

increases have a repressive influence on enrollment leading to revenue shortfalls and the 

need for additional tuition increases (p.106). Ultimately, tuition costs become prohibitively 

high within those local markets that can least afford to bear them and schools are forced to 

close altogether.  

 Against this backdrop, however, there is some cause to believe that a substantial 

number of Roman Catholic parents could afford to send their children to Roman Catholic 

elementary schools but nevertheless elect to enroll them elsewhere, primarily at local public 

schools, because they do not perceive the former to offer an educational experience that is 

sufficiently superior to justify the cost of tuition. In essence, a significant proportion of 

Roman Catholic parents view Roman Catholic primary schools in unfavorable cost-benefit 

terms. Still much of this otherwise lost demand might be restored if Roman Catholic schools 

were able to persuade parents to alter their comparative evaluations of the available 

educational options and convince them that tuition costs are justifiable given the superior 

capacity of Roman Catholic schools to provide a learning experience that accords with what 

they want for their children. At the same time, and perhaps even more importantly, the 

likelihood that parents who are currently sending their children to Roman Catholic primary 

schools will continue to do so could be enhanced if they received credible communications 

that reinforce their initial assessments of Roman Catholic schools as good "value" 

propositions in light of the key factors that influenced their past enrollment decisions. Thus, 

as a means for both retaining their current students and recruiting new students within a 

competitive context, Roman Catholic educators have been urged to adopt a function more 

commonly associated with private, for-profit enterprises; marketing. In an essay appearing in 
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the third issue of the Roman Catholic School Management Letter, Richard Burke asserted 

that "if Roman Catholic schools are going to not only survive, but also flourish through the 

1980s and beyond, there is a substantial need to `market the product'" (1979, p.1). As Burke 

then noted, this need intensified in the wake of a pastoral letter published by Roman Catholic 

bishops in 1972 under the title of "To Teach as Jesus Did," which, among other things, 

removed the long-standing obligation of Roman Catholic parents to send their children to 

parochial schools as a religious duty. Arguably, this trend emerged at a somewhat earlier 

juncture as changes began to unfold in both Roman Catholic school governance structures 

and the composition of teaching staff in the late 1960s. Beyond any question, the perceived 

need to actively market Roman Catholic primary schools has been recognized for decades, 

has evoked efforts at the national, diocesan, and parish levels, and continues to rise as an 

institutional priority and as a salient activity among Roman Catholic educational leaders. In 

this context, 70 percent of the diocesan superintendents who responded to one of the surveys 

in Gray and Gautier's (2006) study indicated that the amount of work that their offices 

devoted to marketing Roman Catholic schools to parents had increased in the prior (2004-

2005) year, while 24 percent reported that it had remained the same and only 3 percent said 

that their office's marketing efforts had declined (p.121). 

 Primary school education, of course, cannot be effectively marketed through the same 

methods that are employed by private, for-profit enterprises that sell goods into mass 

consumer markets. The services that elementary schools furnish to consumers (or, more 

properly, to enrollment decision-makers) is not amenable to product differentiation, nor is 

marketing on the basis of pricing variations and/or alternative distribution channels feasible. 

Acknowledging these constraints, most of the prescriptive literature on educational 



                                                                                                                      Marketing 33     

marketing has come in the form of textbooks advocating the adoption of a strategic 

marketing approach (see, for example, Carroll & Carroll 1994; Davies & Ellison, 1997). In 

these works, the school marketing functioning is lodged within a more comprehensive 

framework for creating "effective" schools through attention to organizational missions, 

values, and cultures, to transformational leadership forms, to total quality management and 

the like. These characteristics purportedly allow schools to occupy favorable competitive 

positions within their respective markets and to communicate correspondingly favorable 

images to current and prospective parent-customers. The "wide net" approach, however, 

overlooks the fact that all primary schools, including those operated under Roman Catholic 

auspices, are bound to provide a high-quality educational experience based on empirically-

demonstrated "best practices" found within the school improvement literature. The question 

naturally arises: Is there a perspective that is more relevant to Roman Catholic primary 

schools than the common approach used by profit-making firms to market their goods and 

services that can, at the same time, accommodate the resource constraints and the 

mission/value commitments of these schools? 

 Within the general (or "non-educational") marketing literature, what O'Malley and 

Tynan (2000) have characterized as a "new paradigm" appeared in the mid 1980s and has 

gathered substantial momentum since that time (p.798). Termed "relationship marketing" 

(RM), this approach concentrates on developing personal relationships through interactions 

between buyers and sellers that build trust and commitment rather than focusing on the 

transactional features of marketing exchanges that predominate in the traditional marketing 

literature (Palmatier, Dent, Growl & Evans, 2006, p.136). As critics of RM have observed, 

during the past two decades "marketing specialists and, in particular, academicians accepted 
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relationship marketing as the latest gospel and began spreading it faithfully as loyal 

disciples" (Petrof, 1997, p.26) and in the view of some scholars, RM is merely a "popularized 

buzzword" (Coveillo, Brodie, & Munro, 1997, p.502). Nevertheless, the relationship 

marketing construct appears to be particularly relevant to the circumstances and the 

marketing tasks that Roman Catholic primary schools confront at this historical juncture 

(Palatka & Hensley-Brown, 2004, p.390; Pastelis 2003, p.25). 

 While there is some evidence that many (and probably a majority) of Roman Catholic 

primary schools are currently engaged in some type of marketing program, there is very little 

information available about the content, techniques, and overall strategies being pursued or 

their influence upon the likelihood that parents will elect to enroll their children in Roman 

Catholic schools and continue to do so across time. From their review of the relevant 

literature on school marketing at-large, Oplatka and Jane Hemsley-Brown (2004) concluded 

that, "in general, schools are unlikely to evaluate the impact of their marketing mechanisms 

and processes against outcomes, i.e., recruitment of prospective students" (p.388). Consistent 

with the premises of RM, the present researcher would note that both student retention and 

recruitment are central aims of school marketing and that retention is especially important for 

Roman Catholic primary schools. Most of the empirical research on school marketing has 

been conducted in the United Kingdom following Parliament's promulgation of the 

Education Reform Act of 1988, which, among other changes, created competitive conditions 

among publicly-financed elementary and secondary schools. With the advent of "school 

choice" (or "parental choice") in the United States, accompanied by some local voucher 

programs, some researchers have investigated public school marketing programs. But as 

Rockholz (2002) reported, her search of the literature "revealed relatively few studies 
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documenting the use of marketing strategies and activities within the public school setting" 

(p.45). As might be anticipated, the corpus of empirical works that has described and/or 

assessed the efficacy of Roman Catholic primary school marketing programs "is extremely 

limited" (Pastelis 2003, p.31). What we have then is evidence of a strong and mounting need 

for a large proportion of Roman Catholic primary schools to address adverse trends in 

student recruitment and retention, the plausible assumption that these tandem objectives can 

be effectuated through appropriate marketing programs, and some indication that these 

schools have taken action accordingly. What we do not know, however, is whether these 

programs have attained their goals and, if so, which marketing techniques have proven most 

effective.  

The Historical Background of Roman Catholic Primary School Marketing 

An adequate understanding of the marketing challenges that American Roman 

Catholic schools confront requires at least some historical background. As Hunt (2005) 

commented in his essay "Roman Catholic Schools: Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow," 

Roman Catholic schools were operating in North America by the early seventeenth century 

within the Spanish colony of Florida prior to the establishment of schools in Massachusetts 

Bay Colony (p.162). After the American Revolution, a small Roman Catholic minority 

within the fledgling United States faced an emergent public school system embodying the 

ethnic/religious background of Anglo-Saxon majority. According to William Sander, 

"Roman Catholic schools were initially established in the mid-nineteenth century as an 

alternative to Protestant influences in public education" (2005, p.257). In 1840, the Fourth 

Provincial Council of Roman Catholic bishops openly discussed the difficulties that Roman 

Catholic students were experiencing within American public schools (Hunt 2005, p.162). 
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These difficulties increased as the first wave of immigration from predominantly Roman 

Catholic countries unfolded in the mid-nineteenth century, evoking an anti-Roman Catholic 

backlash among self-professed "know nothings." Anti-Roman Catholic sentiment would 

persist through the 1920s, culminating in a (failed) effort by the state of Oregon to require all 

parents to send their children to public schools (Hunt, 2005, p.165). The American Roman 

Catholic hierarchy took steps to bolster Roman Catholic primary and secondary schools. At 

the Third Plenary Council held in Baltimore in 1884, the assembled Roman Catholic bishops 

established the foundations of the modern American parochial school system. They directed 

parishes to build and support Roman Catholic schools within their communities and 

proclaimed that all Roman Catholic parents should send their children to these schools rather 

than to the alternative of "Protestant" (and later) "secular" public schools (Pastelis 2003, p.1). 

 Between 1884 and the Second Vatican Council of the early 1960s, Roman Catholic 

schooling in the United States flourished as the proportion of the American populace that 

identified itself as "Roman Catholic" grew, the directives to parishes and parents remained in 

force, and the approach to preparing students for their lives as Roman Catholic adults 

demonstrated its viability and its effectiveness. In 1959, Archbishop McCluskey reportedly 

said that "since the times of Archbishop Hughes of New York and the controversial 1840s, 

the Roman Catholic position on education has remained substantially the same" (cited in 

Hunt 2005, p.165). Roman Catholic schools were generally headed by a parish priest who 

exercised primary decision-making power; their teaching staffs were comprised of vowed 

religious personnel (primarily nuns); the curriculum was geared to the inculcation of Roman 

Catholic beliefs and practices, with mandatory student participation in the sacraments, in the 

mass, and in daily prayers. Enrollments soared. Between 1940 and 1959, while population 
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increases occasioned a 38 percent expansion in public school enrollments, Roman Catholic 

school attendance grew by 118 percent (p.166). In the 1965-1966 school year, Roman 

Catholic school enrollment peaked at over 5.6 million students or 12 percent of all K-12 

pupils attending schools in the United States (p.166). 

 In Hunt's estimation, the Second Vatican Council convened in October, 1962 "led to 

the shaking of the foundations of Roman Catholic schools in the United States" (2005, 

p.166). During the years that followed, and consistent with the spirit of Vatican II, a reform 

movement emerged which advocated the replacement of clergy by lay professionals as 

principals, the establishment of Roman Catholic school boards with lay representation and 

"governance that emphasized professional, not pastoral, competence" (Hunt 2005, p.167). As 

parish priests relinquished their educational duties, reliance upon local church funds to 

support Roman Catholic schools declined while tuition payments became the main source of 

financial support. "The economic model of a Roman Catholic school system supported by 

collections and contributed services began to vanish in the mid-1960s," Grant and Hunt 

(1992, p.69) observed, and per-student tuition payments increased substantially. From its 

peak in 1965-1966, Roman Catholic school enrollments plunged to just over 4 million 

students in 1971-1972, a loss of 1.5 million pupils in just six years (Hunt 2005, p.167). 

 Since many Roman Catholic parents were now unable or unwilling to meet increased 

tuition charges, the American hierarchy responded in 1972 by issuing the pastoral letter "To 

Teach as Jesus Did." This document re-affirmed the religious ministry of Roman Catholic 

schools, but acknowledging current conditions, it relaxed the obligations of parishes and of 

Roman Catholic parents. After 1972, "no longer was there a standing policy that every parish 

should build and operate a Roman Catholic school, nor that every child should attend a 
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Roman Catholic school" (Burke, 1979, p.1). Concurrently, the "professionalization" of 

Roman Catholic school teaching staff proceeded apace: between 1968 and 1981, the 

percentage of vowed religious teachers dropped from 57 percent to under 25 percent (Hunt, 

2005, p.167). Lay teachers now predominated, and while they were Roman Catholics and did 

receive training in the presentation of sectarian materials, Roman Catholic schools began to 

more closely resemble their secular, public school counterparts. In the decade between the 

promulgation of "To Teach as Jesus Did" and the 1981-1982 school year, Roman Catholic 

school enrollment declined by another one million to just  three million students (Hunt 2005, 

p.168).  

 During the 1980s, Roman Catholic school attendance in the United States stabilized 

and began to recover. One widely-cited catalyst for the trend reversal was the dissemination 

of findings from studies by prominent educational researchers, including James Coleman, 

which indicated that attendance at Roman Catholic schools provides students with an 

"advantage" in terms of such key outcomes as secondary school completion, college 

attendance, post-secondary school graduation, and wages following the completion of formal 

education (Hunt 2005, p.168). Although Coleman and his colleagues limited the scope of 

their findings of a "Roman Catholic advantage" to socio-economically disadvantaged, 

minority group youths living in inner-city neighborhoods, the impression that Roman 

Catholic schools provide superior academic programs was widespread (Gambitta, Jones & 

Acevedo, 2006, p.25). As will be discussed in a subsequent section of the chapter at hand, 

since the mid-1980s, research investigations have yielded mixed results concerning the 

purported existence and strength of the "Roman Catholic school advantage." During the 

1990s, Roman Catholic school enrollment increased by 3.8 percent, but the percentage of all 
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K-12 students attending Roman Catholic schools declined from 6.3 percent to 5.6 percent 

(Hunt, 2005, p.169). 

 As documented by Gray and Gautier (2006), the pattern of modest increases in 

enrollment generating a decline in "market share" has persisted into the present. The 

predominance of lay principals and teachers has grown still further: during the 2004-2005 

school year, 95 percent of the 160 or 153 of the full-time professional staff working at 

Roman Catholic schools were laypersons (Hunt 2005, p.169). As the proportion of "non-

vowed" teachers has grown, their salary and benefit demands have risen accordingly. 

Moreover, as Hunt (2005) has noted, the rise of the laity among Roman Catholic educators 

precipitated "a new phenomenon in Roman Catholic schools---collective bargaining, which 

on occasion pitted the institutional Church against its professional teaching staff" (p.167). 

Since wages and benefits comprise the bulk of the operating costs for Roman Catholic 

schools, with or without unionization, increased personnel expenditures have required tuition 

increases.  

 There is an educational policy reform that could reverse the general downward 

trajectory of Roman Catholic education in the United States. In a summary of their study's 

findings for Roman Catholic primary schools, Gray and Gautier wrote that, "perhaps most 

important is the consistent result, noted throughout the report; that vouchers, tax credits, 

scholarships, and other forms of tuition assistance make it more likely that Roman Catholic 

parents will enroll their children in Roman Catholic elementary schools" (2006, p.9). 

Understandably, the NCEA strongly supports parental choice through voucher programs that 

furnish parents with funds to meet private school tuition payments in lieu of enrolling them 

in public schools (National Roman Catholic Educational Association, 2003, p.6). Indeed, 
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according to Sander (2005), "the only factor that might offset the decline in Roman Catholic 

schooling is a large increase in educational vouchers that could be used at Roman Catholic 

schools" (p.267). In support of this statement, he observed that when the city of Milwaukee 

expanded its voucher-based school choice program to include religious schools in 1998-

1999, enrollment in the program more than tripled (p.267). 

 Sander's assessment is congruent with the findings of a statistical study conducted by 

Cohen-Zada and Justman (2005). Their analysis indicated that when "small" vouchers (as a 

percentage of tuition charges) are offered, as in Cleveland, "many eligible parents remain 

within the public school system, and those who decide to opt out choose religious schools." 

When "larger" vouchers are provided, as in Milwaukee, "a sizeable minority choose 

nonsectarian private schools, but most parents still prefer religious schools in means-tested 

voucher programs" (p.394). Strikingly, Cohen-Zada and Justman calculated that "if all 

parents were offered a voucher equal to average public school spending per pupil, which 

could be redeemed at any school, over 70% would choose a religious school rather than a 

public school or nonsectarian private school" (Cohen-Zada & Justman, 2005, p.414). By "all 

parents," the researchers denoted parents living in "poor" households whose children are 

eligible for free or reduced-cost lunches. Nonetheless, their findings clearly show that: (1) 

Roman Catholic school enrollments would enjoy a dramatic increase if a generous voucher 

program were to be offered nation-wide; and, (2) there is a very strong preference for 

religious (including Roman Catholic) schools over public schools among parents in low-

income households. 

 The use of school vouchers is among the most controversial issues within the field of 

American education today, and it has been strongly opposed by public school educators 
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across the nation. In 2002, the United States Supreme Court sided with religious educators in 

the case of Zelman v. Simmons-Harris (536 US 639) (2002) by ruling that publicly-financed 

voucher programs can include specifically religious schools, including Roman Catholic 

schools, without violating the Constitutional separation of church and state (Cohen-Zada & 

Justman, 2005, p.392). If voucher or voucher-type programs were to be adopted on a 

widespread basis, Roman Catholic schools would undoubtedly benefit. On the other hand, 

Hunt (2005) admonished that "a loss of at least some autonomy in both school policymaking 

and of their Roman Catholic identity could be casualties of the adoption of publicly-funded 

vouchers" (p.172). Whether Roman Catholic schools would accept the imposition of policy 

strictures and whether any "loss" of Roman Catholic identity would alter parental enrollment 

decisions is, of course, highly problematical. 

 The competitive environment in which Roman Catholic schools operate has changed 

with the advent of non-Roman Catholic charter schools and concerted efforts of some public 

school districts to improve the quality of educational offerings. As Burke (1993) noted more 

than a decade ago, as parents have enjoyed a somewhat wider range of choices, they have 

tended to "shop around" for the school that best meets their needs and preferences (p.1). In 

urban environments, Roman Catholic schools continue to be perceived as superior to their 

poorly-performing public school counterparts. In suburban communities in which public 

schools have stronger tax revenue bases and fewer problems with substance abuse, crime, 

youth gangs and the like, Roman Catholic schools face more formidable competition. In their 

2006 report, Gray and Gautier noted that "suburban Roman Catholic elementary schools also 

stand out as being campuses where school leaders are most concerned about competition 

from local public schools and charter schools" (p.9). Most (88 percent) of the Roman 
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Catholic parents in Gray and Gautier's study who said that they had not enrolled any of their 

children in a Roman Catholic school reported that they had sent their children to local public 

schools instead (2006, p.65). Again, while tuition costs are undoubtedly a force in parental 

enrollment decisions, some public schools, particularly those in comparatively high-income 

communities, present stiff competition in terms of physical facilities, advanced instructional 

technologies, extra-curricular activities, and the like. 

 Lastly, during the past few years at least two major externalities have exerted a 

negative influence upon Roman Catholic primary school enrollments: the child sexual abuse 

scandal and the economic recession that occurred after the 911 terrorist attacks. Designated 

by Gray and Gautier (2006) as "tipping points," the first of these events emerged 2002 with 

revelations of child sex abuse by Roman Catholic priests. Based on responses from 1,419 

Roman Catholic parents of primary school-aged children, Gray and Gautier found that 34 

percent of these subjects felt that the sexual abuse scandal was "somewhat" of a factor in 

their decisions about enrolling a child in a Roman Catholic school, while 15 percent said that 

it was "very much" a consideration (p.37). Moreover, the impact of the scandal was stronger 

upon parents who did not have a child enrolled at a Roman Catholic school (p.37). There can 

be little doubt then that this scandal and the prominence accorded to it by the mass media had 

an adverse effect on Roman Catholic primary school student recruitment and retention. As 

for the second "tipping point," the recession that plagued the U.S. economy in 2002 and 2003 

reduced the capacity of Roman Catholic parents to afford tuition payments and, at the same 

time, to support Roman Catholic schools through parish collections (p.29). Gray and Gautier 

termed these events "tipping points," because for schools that were already suffering 

declining enrollments and financial pressures, they accelerated the pace of deterioration. 
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 Factors Affecting Market Demand for Roman Catholic Education in the United States 

 The prominent educational scholar Maureen Hallinan (2000) has recently 

summarized some of the contrasts that can be drawn between Roman Catholic and public 

schools in the United States today, writing that "Roman Catholic schools typically smaller 

than public schools; have greater teacher mobility, greater discipline and stricter rule and 

regulations, and emphasize social values and community service" (p.203). Whether Roman 

Catholic schools are objectively "better" than their public school counterparts is an open-

ended issue, but there is a logical presumption that they are viewed as superior by some 

Roman Catholic parents. Cohen-Zada and Justman (2005) elaborated upon the grounds for 

this supposition in the aforementioned study conducted on the use of a voucher system in 

both Milwaukee and Cleveland.  In both instances, Cohen-Zada and Justman concluded that 

over 70% of parents offered a voucher equal to the per pupil cost of a public school 

education, would choose to use that voucher in a religious based school rather than another  

public school or a non-sectarian private school. 

Certainly in the United States, parents who choose private religious education must 

view a dollar spent on religious school tuition as buying a subjectively better 

education than a tax dollar spent on public schooling: the tuition they pay for private 

schooling does not reduce their school-tax liabilities, implying that they must view 

these schools as supplying a better education than public schools, while tuition at 

religious schools is generally much lower than spending per pupil in public schools 

(pp.392-393).  

 

It is possible that a few parents send their children to Roman Catholic primary schools for 

extraneous reasons such as a sense of religious obligation. But even these considerations 

overlap with subjective assessments of what constitutes a "better" educational experience and 

of the type of schools that can best provide that experience. 
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 The research problem of whether there is a "Roman Catholic advantage" has been the 

object of numerous investigations, with the bulk them focusing on the influence of Roman 

Catholic secondary schools upon student achievement outcome variables. Evans and Schwab 

(1995), for example, reported that Roman Catholic schools do make a positive difference in 

terms of high school completions and college admissions, reporting that their study's results 

disclosed "a great deal of support for the argument that Roman Catholic schools are more 

effective than public schools" (p.944). Indeed, Evans and Schwab's single-equation estimates 

indicated that for the "typical" student, attendance at a Roman Catholic high school raises the 

probability of completing high school or entering a four-year college by thirteen percentage 

points (p.944). Considerably less positive results were found by Neal (1997) in his study of 

the effects of Roman Catholic secondary schooling on measures of a set of educational 

outcome variables, including high school graduation rates, college graduation rates, and 

future wages. Neal reported that Roman Catholic schooling increased educational/socio-

economic achievement among urban ethnic/racial minority group students, that it had only a 

weak (but still positive) effect for urban whites, but that it yielded negligible benefit for 

suburban students. He added that urban minority group students are attracted to Roman 

Catholic schools primarily because the public schools that are available to them in their 

communities are "quite poor" (p.98).  

 While most of the research on the purported "Roman Catholic advantage" has 

concentrated upon secondary school students, Christopher Jespen (2003) studied the 

effectiveness of Roman Catholic primary schools compared to public schools with 

standardized test scores and absenteeism records as his outcome variables among first- and 

fourth-grade "cohorts" (measured several years later). Controlling for a range of confounding 
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variables, Jespen's analysis showed that Roman Catholic primary schooling had an 

"insignificant effect for both cohorts and test scores," and that "for the first-grade cohort, the 

coefficient for mathematics is actually negative" (p.933). For the first-grade cohort students, 

Jespen discerned slightly better outcomes on reading scores (tested five years later) and on 

absenteeism (over a five year time span). But overall the study did "not find large, positive 

effects of Roman Catholic schooling for primary schools even though such effects are 

common in the Roman Catholic high school literature" (p.938). 

 In "Roman Catholic advantage" studies, researchers face a random selection problem 

that they can either ignore or seek to control, raising the possibility of "over-adjustment" for 

self-selection or other confounding variables. Altonji and his colleagues (Altonji, Elder & 

Taber, 2002) have explained the core of the problem: "the positive effects of Roman Catholic 

school attendance may be due to nonrandom selection into Roman Catholic schools that 

induces spurious correlations between Roman Catholic school attendance and unmeasured 

family characteristics that are favorable to education" (p.1). Unlike public schools, Roman 

Catholic schools can (and do) screen prospective students, but far more significantly, parents 

who choose to bear the cost of Roman Catholic school and who seek out a superior 

educational experience for their children are also more likely to hold attitudes and engage in 

behaviors that contribute to their children's academic achievements, such as monitoring 

completion of homework assignments, than are parents who do not incur these costs. Given 

the mixed nature of the findings in studies such as those discussed above, the demonstrated 

influence of confounds, and the possibility of errant adjustments to control for the latter, 

Hallinan (2000) probably came close to the mark when she asserted that "while research 

shows a weak Roman Catholic school advantage at present, the difference between Roman 
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Catholic and public schools academically is small, at best" (p.210). Nevertheless, parental 

perceptions that Roman Catholic schools are academically superior to public schools are 

more powerful determinants of their enrollment decisions than are objectively measured 

differences per se.  

 The "decline" of Roman Catholic education in the United States is not an across-the-

board phenomenon. While 173 Roman Catholic schools were either closed or consolidated 

during the 2004-2005 school year, 37 new Roman Catholic schools were opened and one-

third of all Roman Catholic schools had a waiting list (p.162). As the Committee on 

Education of the United States Conference of Roman Catholic Bishops recently declared, 

"our challenge today is to provide schools close to where Roman Catholic people live" (Fay, 

2005, np.). A large percentage of Roman Catholic schools in operation today were built in 

urban neighborhoods at a time when Roman Catholics accounted for a preponderance of the 

population within these communities. During the past half-century or so, many Roman 

Catholic families migrated to suburban locales in which Roman Catholic schools were 

comparatively sparse. "The problem with this distribution of schools," Gray and Gautier have 

noted "comes in the fact that campuses and buildings don't move, but people often do" (p.3). 

On the whole, Roman Catholic primary school closings have take place in urban areas that 

have lost Roman Catholic families to out-migration, while newly-opened Roman Catholic 

schools (many with waiting lists) are located in suburban communities that have gained 

Roman Catholic families through in-migration. The disruptive effects of these demographic 

trends have been especially pronounced within the large and medium-sized cities of the 

Northeast and the Midwest "rust belt." From Gray and Gautier's perspective, the net loss of 

Roman Catholic primary schools between 2000-2001 and 2004-2005, "occurred in part 
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because too few new campuses were established in areas that have waiting lists" (p.1). Policy 

decisions responding to market forces have begun to rectify these imbalances. Downes and 

Greenstein (1996) found that new Roman Catholic schools tend to be located in communities 

that have substantially higher socio-economic profiles than the "traditional" urban 

communities possess (p.383). 

 "With the decline of teaching religious, and the shift of the Roman Catholic 

population to the suburbs," Hunt stated, "the cost of financing parish elementary schools 

relied more on tuition, which surpassed that provided by parish subsidies in 1985-1986" 

(2005, p.171). At present, tuition accounts for 56.9 percent of Roman Catholic school 

primary funding, 26 percent is derived from parish, inter-parish or diocesan subsidies, 8.1 

percent comes from fundraising activities, and 4 percent from private donations (Gray & 

Gautier 2006, p.83). Between 2000-2001 and 2004-2005, the mean annual tuition charged by 

Roman Catholic primary schools rose some 28 percent, from $2,276 to $2,681 (Gray & 

Gautier 2006, p.2). From the responses of Roman Catholic elementary school leaders, Gray 

and Gautier found that the number of students needing financial assistance had generally 

increased during that same time span (p.29). The primary cost drivers behind the rise in 

tuition charges center upon personnel costs as a whole, and health care insurance premiums 

for school employees in particular. There is, then, substantial reason to believe that many 

parents who would prefer to send their children to Roman Catholic schools but are unable to 

afford the tuition payments and that some parents who currently bear these costs may be 

unable or unwilling to meet future tuition increases.  

 In Gray and Gautier's (2006) estimation, another trend that has exerted an adverse 

influence on Roman Catholic school enrollments regions is the long-term "weakening of 
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attachments to parish life" (Gray & Gautier 2006, p.3). In support of this assertion, Gray and 

Gautier first noted that in 1955, 74 percent of self-identified American Roman Catholics said 

that they attended Mass at least once a week, but by 2004, only 45 percent reported Mass 

attendance on a weekly basis or greater (p.3). The outcome of this decline in religious 

participation is that "it represents a relatively weaker level of connection to the Church 

among those who are currently making the choices to send children to a Roman Catholic 

elementary school" (p.43). As the level of attachment to the Church has eroded among 

Roman Catholics at large, it stands to reason that fewer Roman Catholic parents are willing 

to bear the out-of-pocket costs associated with sending their children to Roman Catholic 

schools.  

 William Sander (2005) has recently tested the hypothesized connection between 

declines in American Roman Catholic "religiosity" and the ongoing downtrend in Roman 

Catholic school attendance. In preface to this study, Sander observed that "many studies 

suggest that Roman Catholics have become less attached to the church over time and are less 

likely to embrace Roman Catholic practices and beliefs. That is, Roman Catholics have 

become less religious in a traditional sense" (Sander, 2005, pp.258-259). In this context, 

Sander pointed to a significant drop in contributions to Roman Catholic churches, noting that 

in the mid-1960s, when American Roman Catholic schools were at their peak level of 

enrollment, the average Roman Catholic family contributed 2.2 percent of its income to the 

Church but by the mid-1980s, contributions had fallen to 1.1 percent of household income 

(p.267). His own statistical analysis affirmed that several measures of Roman Catholic 

religiosity (contributions, mass attendance) showed robust correlation with declining Roman 

Catholic school enrollments.  
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 Further complicating the demand picture and the marketing environment for Roman 

Catholic primary schooling, Stark and McCann (1993) tested the thesis that the likelihood 

that parents will send their children to a Roman Catholic school varies inversely with the 

proportion of the population that is nominally Roman Catholic within any appropriate unit of 

analysis. Based upon data covering 102 Roman Catholic dioceses, Stark and McCann found 

that the probability that a Roman Catholic family will enroll one or more children in a 

Roman Catholic school increases as the percentage of self-identified Roman Catholics in the 

populace declines. In their words, "a greater proportion of Roman Catholic families…send 

their children to parochial schools in response to a less Roman Catholic environment" at 

large (1993, p.119).  Many parents of catholic school age children today received their own 

catholic education during the post Vatican II era where basic catholic doctrine and traditional 

faith values were de-emphasized.  Thus, parent’s relationship to their own lack of knowledge 

in basic catholic doctrine and their desire to obtain such for their own children is directly 

linked to their own religious insecurities. Thus, even in communities that do not possess large 

concentrations of Roman Catholics, schools may still enjoy sufficient support from parents 

seeking to reinforce their children's, and their own, religious identity.   

 Finally, the proportion of non-Roman Catholic students attending Roman Catholic 

schools has risen substantially even as the percentage of Roman Catholic school-aged 

children attending Roman Catholic schools has fallen. In 1970, only 3 percent of students 

attending Roman Catholic schools were non-Roman Catholics; by 2001, they represented 12 

percent of enrollment (Sander 2005, p.257). This unexpected development is due primarily to 

infusions of minority group youths into urban and inner-city Roman Catholic schools, owing 

in large part to parental perceptions that public schools in these neighborhoods provide a sub-
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standard academic experience, suffer from a lack of discipline and order, and are unsafe 

environment for their children. Clearly, many of these children are from low-income 

households and tuition charges may be partially offset by Church subsidies. At the same 

time, however, as Falk (2005) has commented with specific reference to Roman Catholic 

primary schools in New York City, while the operations of these schools is consistent with 

the mission of the Church, they are inordinately vulnerable to closure since the families of 

their current and prospective students do not make donations into Roman Catholic Church 

plate collections. 

Consumer Marketing and Relationship Marketing 

Viewed as a narrow, purely transactional process limited to a series of distinct 

exchanges, some form of marketing has been practiced throughout human history. The 

simple selling of goods necessarily entails their presentation to prospective purchasers within 

a chosen venue (or marketplace) at a price that the seller believes will clear the transaction. 

This requires some informal sense of what the market, or portions of it, will bear and of how 

potential consumers can be physically reached.  

 What might be construed as modern marketing arose after World War II as producers 

of mass consumer goods searched for a means of appealing to particular groups of customers. 

Rather than relying exclusively upon product differentiation (offering a less expensive or 

"economy" version of a product or product line along with a standard form and a more 

costly, "luxury" type), marketing personnel found that they could tap into differences among 

consumers and market the same basic goods by dividing them into homogeneous groups and 

varying the thematic contents of advertising/promotional campaigns and/or the 

communications channels/media employed to reach each of these different market segments 
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(Rockholz, 2002, p.17). To accomplish these ends, firms needed to conduct extensive 

marketing research, gathering information about the demographic characteristics of 

current/prospective buyers, the frequency of their purchase behaviors, and the reasons that 

they purchased a particular brand (economy, convenience, status and so on), that is, their 

needs, preferences, and values.  

 The essence of marketing has remained the same since that time, with Philip Kotler 

(1999) recently defining the term "marketing" as "the science and art of finding, keeping, and 

growing profitable customers" (p.121). Nevertheless, during the 1970s as the validity and 

utility of research-based marketing became increasingly evident, the marketing function itself 

was more fully integrated into strategic planning and evolved into strategic marketing 

(Rockholz, 2002). As an artifact of this integration, connections were established between the 

marketing and a broad range of activities including the analysis of competitors, staff 

development, deliberate changes in organizational culture, and the like. 

 Given the sheer breadth of the field that the construct of marketing now covers, there 

is no standardized set or sequence of marketing activities that can be uniformly applied in all 

contexts. On the surface, educational marketing closely resembles the marketing of 

professional services, and a representative inventory of marketing activities for professional 

services appears in Neil Morgan's text Professional Services Marketing (1991) as:  

1. Researching and analyzing the existing marketplaces for the firm's service 

offerings. 

2. Identifying coherent segments in the marketplace that exhibit similar needs. 

3. Analyzing the firm's resources, personnel and areas of expertise. 

4. Designing specific service offerings which translate internal strengths into specific 

services that meet the needs of particular segments. 

5. Offering only those services and targeting only those marketing segments that 

enable the firm to achieving its long-term objectives. 

6. Communicating the service offerings to existing and potential clients. 
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7. Measuring client satisfaction with services and using this information within the 

firm (Morgan, 1991, p.6). 

 

While this roster does not comprise a "recipe" for the development of an effective 

educational marketing program, it does highlight the essential facets and is useful as a basis 

for organizing discussion.  

 As the first activity (or step) in formulating an effective educational marketing plan, 

"researching and analyzing" the existing marketplace entails conducting research into how 

current and prospective enrollment decision-makers (typically parents) view a school as it 

now stands in comparison to alternative providers, e.g., local public schools. This yields an 

initial sense of "where" the educational offering is positioned in the minds of consumers 

(Carroll & Carroll, 1994, p.68). Thus, for example, a particular school may be perceived as a 

"high end" provider offering a superior academic program or as a "standard" low-cost 

provider.  

 Once the organization's current market position is determined, the marketing team 

can initiate segmentation research. The basic rationale behind market segmentation, as 

Hanson has observed, is that "people are different and have different needs, and 

organizations must respond to them as such (p.30). Andrews and Currim (2003) have defined 

the term "market segmentation" as "the process of dividing the market into consumer groups 

with similar preferences, purchase behaviors, and other characteristics and developing 

product and marketing programs best suited to such groups" (p.177).  

 The variables that serve as segmentation bases in marketing program planning have 

evolved over time. Initially formal market segmentation exercises relied exclusively upon 

observed general variables such as consumer age or household income to differentiate their 

marketing programs and to select attractive target markets (Dibb, 1999). Presently, however, 
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market segments are typically distinguished on the basis of psychological/behavioral factors, 

including subjective variables such as religiosity, conservatism-liberalism, risk-taking/risk-

aversion, and the like (Dibb, 1999). By surveying a representative sample of current 

consumers (the parents of enrolled students, for example) researchers can determine whether 

there are correlations among segmentation basis factors, as, for example, an association 

between parent age and a strong need or preference for a school that offers moral instruction. 

This exercise may yield a basis for constructing profiles of different market segments. The 

ultimate objective of segmentation analysis is not to reveal homogeneous markets per se, but 

to construct segments with members that are likely to respond in a similar manner to those 

marketing stimuli that the organization controls or that can readily influence, including 

prospective promotional or advertising messages (Rao & Wang, 1995). 

 Once segment profiles have been developed, the organization can conduct an internal 

audit of its strengths (or competencies) and its weaknesses that will enable it to determine 

which groups of consumers it can successfully induce to purchase its offerings (educational 

services, in this case), that is, how well its identified strengths match the needs or preferences 

of different segments. In contrast to professional service firms, however, schools cannot 

readily design "new" service offerings to appeal to attractive segments. They can (and 

should) assess which segments of the market are worth pursuing as targets or priorities 

(Hanson, p.32). In general, target or priority segments should be large enough to warrant the 

development of distinctive marketing messages, accessible in terms of the communication 

channels that the organization has at its disposal, and sustainable (or stable) across time 

(Kotler, 1980, 1984). Marketing messages (copy/themes) can then be composed to highlight 

the organization's ability to satisfy the needs, values, or preferences common to members of 
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particular target market segments. The marketing team would then develop a roster of 

communication channels---print or broadcast advertising, newsletters, internet websites, on-

site events, posters, etc.---through which it can efficiently reach the priority or target market 

segments (Herron, 1997, p.187). Building on the last element in Morgan's list, the 

organization must assess the extent to which segments of incumbent customers are satisfied 

with how well its offerings actually meet their preferences, and, as will be discussed at 

greater length below, how effective the marketing effort has been in terms of specified 

outcome objectives such as increasing student enrollment.  

 Some aspects of Morgan's marketing process model are either inappropriate or simply 

not feasible for use by primary or secondary schools. Yet, on the whole, the framework is 

more relevant than those that appear in the standard marketing literature. As Dwyer, Schurrr, 

and Oh (1987) observed two decades ago, marketing has been traditionally conceptualized as 

a purely transactional process comprised of exchanges that are discrete and that require no 

history between consumer and seller. In this context, Kotler (1995) has remarked that most of 

the extant prescriptive or normative marketing literature is more concerned with how to make 

a sale than how to keep loyal customers (Kotler 1995, pp.20-21). However, as Kotler’s 

definition of marketing connotes, during the past decade or so, the emphasis has shifted from 

simply winning new customers to "keeping and growing customers" (Kotler, 1999, p.121). 

What Kotler is alluding to is the advent of "a new paradigm" in marketing that has been 

designated by its proponents as "relationship marketing" or "RM."  

 According to Rockholz (2002), "relationship marketing" concentrates on the 

development of long-term bonds between providers and consumers and is intended to "retain 

the customer beyond the sale and to encourage repeat purchases and loyal customers to the 
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point where the buyer and seller become interdependent" (p.31). Although Fornell and 

Wernerfelt (1987) characterized early versions of RM as "defensive marketing," in contexts 

in which current consumers interactions with prospective consumers is of salient importance 

(as when parents of children attending a school routinely express their views of it to the 

parents of prospective enrollees), RM has an offensive dimension to it as well. 

 As O'Malley and Tynan (2000) have noted, RM is an outgrowth of "industrial" or 

"business-to-business" marketing, "Relationship marketing (RM)," they write, "was initially 

conceived as an approach to marketing in inter-organizational and service situations on the 

basis that, contextually and structurally, these sectors required an alternative paradigm to that 

which was dominant in mass consumer goods markets" (p.797). In "industrial" markets, 

organizations have far fewer customers than in conventional consumer goods sectors and 

they have much greater knowledge of these consumers as individuals than mass marketing 

firms possess. Leonard Berry (1983) is frequently cited as the originator of the term 

"relationship marketing" and with the adaptation of practices found in "industrial marketing" 

to service providers, such as banks, law firms, and educational institutions.  

 Interest in RM mounted substantially throughout the 1990s as several empirical 

studies demonstrated that it is far less expensive to retain existing customers than to acquire 

new ones (Christopher, 1992; Gilliam, 1994; Rowley & Dawes 2000; Wong & Perry, 1991). 

Moreover, as Mittal and Lesser (1998) have pointed out, successful RM efforts are associated 

with growth in market share, and even modest improvements in customer retention rates have 

a substantial positive influence upon corporate profitability.  

 According to Morgan and Hunt (1994), relationship marketing consists of "all 

marketing activities directed towards establishing, developing and maintaining successful 



                                                                                                                      Marketing 56     

relational exchanges" (p.22). In contrast to transactional exchanges, successful relational 

exchanges reinforce and/or intensify affective bonds between the selling organization and the 

consumer of its products or services. As Sheth and Parvatiyar (1995) have remarked, "when 

producers and consumers directly deal with each other, there is greater potential for 

emotional bonding that transcends economic exchange" (p.398). The key to RM is 

interpersonal interactions that "facilitate the creation of social relationships and emotional 

bonds through enhancing trust, commitment and communication" (O'Malley & Tynan 2000, 

p.806). On-going, bi-directional communication is the central means through which 

successful relationship marketing takes place (Dibb & Meadows, 2001). "To build 

relationships with customers rather than merely to be involved in transactions," Schulz, 

Tannenbaum and Lauterborn (1997) have argued, "the marketer must integrate 

communication forms to build a consistent approach that in turn will build the relationship" 

(p.40). 

 In a test of the influence of communication flows upon the quality of service 

provider-consumer relations, Madden and Perry (2003) conducted an empirical study within 

a sample of 34 business customers of a financial services firm. As hypothesized, both 

perceptions of that firm and consumer intentions to utilize its service were heavily affected 

by the frequency and content of communication with the service provider. The researchers 

found that the customers in this sample wanted to hear from an institution outside of service 

delivery through proactive and customer-initiated communications, and that the quality of 

communications with that institution was important to them (p.123). Above all, the 

participants in this study indicated that they wanted communications with the firm to be 

"personalized, timely, and relevant to them" (p.124). Those study subjects who said that they 
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were satisfied with the communications that they received and with the bank's responses to 

their messages were much more likely to have high levels of total satisfaction with the firm's 

services than those who were dissatisfied with the flow and/or quality of communications. 

Independent of their level of satisfaction with the firm's services per se, study subjects who 

said that communications were personalized, timely, and relevant were far more apt to 

disclose an intention to maintain the firm as their financial services provider. 

 Through a meta-analysis of quantitative results drawn from 94 investigations, 

Palmatier, Dant, Grewal and Evans (2006) examined factors that influence RM outcomes. 

They found that "overall, expertise and communication are the most effective relationship 

building strategies across all elements of a relationship, whereas other strategies often have 

differential effects across different mediators" (p.149). Expertise and communication 

impacted trust and commitment, which, in their turn underpinned profitable relations 

(measured variously as repeat purchases, increases in market share, revenue growth). Across 

all 94 studies, the variable having the single largest effect upon trust and commitment was 

conflict. The researchers interpreted this result as underscoring "the importance of resolving 

problems and disagreements to prevent relationship damaging conflicts" (p.143). Palmatier 

and his colleagues noted that the salience of conflict as a determinant of RM mediators (trust 

and commitment) supports the observation that "people pay more attention to negatives than 

to positives" (p.143). 

 During the past few years, RM concepts have been used as the foundation for a 

closely related construct, customer relationship management or CRM (Zablah, Beuenger & 

Johnston, 2003, p.116). The term "customer relations management" was first used in the 

information technology vendor "community" in the mid-1990s, and has been characterized 
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by Ryals and Payne (2001) as "information-enabled relationship marketing" (p.3). The 

controlling idea here is that by drawing upon organization-specific customer databases, CRM 

enables marketing professionals to personalize communications with their existing 

consumers/clients through a range of communications channels, including e-mail, direct 

mail, and help desk or call center responses (Payne & Frow, 2005, p.167). Across a broad 

range of marketing communication modalities, CRM allows organizations to fulfill the 

characteristics that Madden and Perry's financial service firm clients deemed valuable, that is, 

to deliver messages that are personalized, timely, and relevant. 

 Neither RM nor CRM currently occupies a prominent place within the prescriptive 

literature on educational marketing. Nevertheless, at least some scholars within this sub-field 

have asserted that RM is particularly appropriate for and relevant to school marketing 

programs (Oplatka & Hemsley-Brown, 2004, p.390; Pastelis 2003, p.25). It is to a selective 

review of normative and the empirical works on educational marketing that this review now 

turns. 

Educational Marketing and Its Usage 

 

As a distinct academic sub-discipline, a research domain, and a field of applied 

practice, educational marketing is still in its infancy. Its theoretical and conceptual 

framework was appropriated from general (for-profit) marketing studies and the normative 

literature on educational marketing is basically an adaptation of texts that were originally 

designed for use by profit-making enterprises. The bulk of the prescriptive literature was 

published in the United Kingdom following the enactment of parental choice legislation in 

1988 (see, for example, Davies & Ellison, 1997) and a fairly large body of work on 

educational marketing in the U.K. is embedded within texts on marketing by non-profit 
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organizations (see, for example, Herron 1997; Sargeant ,1999). In the United States, the bulk 

of the prescriptive school marketing literature has been addressed to public schools and is 

consequently oriented toward gaining community support rather than increasing consumer 

demand (see, for example, Carroll & Carroll, 1994; Hanson, 1992; Hanson & Walter, 1992, 

1993).  

 Davies and Ellison's text Strategic Marketing for Schools (1997) is representative of 

the British normative literature on educational marketing. Unlike their U.S. counterparts, the 

authors assumed that the objectives of educational marketing programs are to enhance 

student recruitment and improve retention as a means for increasing enrollment. They 

defined "marketing" in an educational context as "the means by which the school actively 

communicates and promotes its purposes, values, and products to the pupils, parents, staff, 

and wider community" (original italics, p.vii). Davies and Ellison dedicated chapters to 

"core" marketing activities and covered the same topics as Morgan (1991). Like Morgan, 

they directed readers to begin marketing programs with an internal audit, arguing that "a 

school needs to analyze what it is offering currently, before it can reinforce that provision 

through its marketing strategy or adapt it (through the development planning process) to the 

marketing challenges which it faces" (original italics, Davies & Ellison, 1997, p.99). 

Thereafter the text proceeds to market segmentation, the selection of target markets, the 

construction of the marketing mix, and so on. But in addition to these "core" activities, and 

akin to the U.S. prescriptive literature on educational marketing by public schools, Davis and 

Ellison cast a very wide net. Their text includes discussions of SWOT analysis, 

environmental scanning, school culture surveys, Total Quality Management, transformational 

leadership, staff development and a host of other managerial/organizational improvement or 
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effectiveness topics. In this regard, Davis and Ellison's broad approach exemplifies a 

pronounced tendency within the normative literature on educational marketing. In both the 

United Kingdom and the United States, scholars have nominally embraced a "strategic" 

marketing perspective on educational marketing. Under the "strategic" rubric, the normative 

literature on educational marketing encompasses a broad swathe and includes a great deal of 

material that is only tangentially related to the marketing function. Although these works do 

provide some practical recommendations that are relevant to school marketing activities, on 

the whole, they are filled with generalizations that lack the support of empirical research 

conducted in educational settings. 

 Published empirical studies on educational marketing can be divided under two 

headings: (1) assessments of the extent to which schools are using marketing 

activities/programs; and, (2) evaluations of the effectiveness of such efforts. On the first of 

these counts, the literature indicates the existence of gaps between school decision-makers’ 

perceptions of the value or importance of marketing and their actual practices. Thus, for 

example, while the vast majority of the Connecticut public school superintendents 

interviewed by Carroll and Carroll (2000) considered marketing to be important, they also 

allowed that their schools' marketing activities were not planned or implemented on a regular 

basis (p.15). In a follow-up study using many of the same study informants, Rockholz (2002) 

reported similar findings: she concluded that the "overall perceived value of strategic 

marketing among Connecticut public school superintendents and assistant superintendents is 

higher than their demonstrated practice" (p.107). Only a handful of the subjects in Rockholz's 

sample said that their districts had allocated funds for "strategic" marketing activities, and 
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their efforts were characterized by the researcher as "sporadic and carried out in an 

instinctual, reactive manner" (p.119). 

 The findings of these tandem U.S. public school studies are congruent with those 

reported by Oplatka and Hemsley-Brown (2004) in their review of the literature on 

educational marketing. Most of the empirical works surveyed by Oplatka and Hemsley-

Brown were conducted in the United Kingdom, that is, with schools that are operating in 

more competitive environments than their American public school counterparts. 

Nevertheless, the works surveyed by Oplatka and Hemsley-Brown generally found that 

schools were not deeply engaged in strategic marketing. On the whole, very few of the 

schools in the studies examined by Oplatka and Hemsley-Brown conducted their own market 

research and the most commonly used segmentation basis was household income/ ability-to-

pay, with school marketing teams focusing their efforts on economically-advantaged families 

(pp.381-382). Another set of studies included in this review affirmed that schools do attempt 

to position themselves by communicating a distinctive image to consumers within 

competitive environments (p.382). The bulk of their efforts, according to the reviewers, were 

comprised of promotional and public relations campaigns conducted through brochures and 

"open house" events (p.386). Commenting on these findings, Oplatka and Hemsley-Brown 

remarked that "clients' needs-based product development, improvement of the accessibility 

and availability of the school and the evaluation of the marketing process, all of which are 

suggested in the marketing literature were found to a lesser extent in school" (p.384). Indeed, 

they subsequently wrote that "there is little evidence that principals or other school members 

tend to develop the educational service in terms of the benefits and needs of the clients" 

(Oplatka & Hemsley-Brown, 2004, p.385). The empirical works examined in this survey of 
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educational marketing generally strongly suggest that while educational decision-makers 

believe that marketing is important, they have not implemented anything resembling strategic 

marketing programs or even more narrowly-construed "tactical" marketing campaigns. 

 The question naturally arises: What explains the disparity between the high 

prominence accorded to marketing in the literature and the low level of actual practice? The 

most commonly reported answer to this question is that "educationalists are often very 

suspicious of marketing because of the link with commercialism and selling" (Davies & 

Ellison, 1997, p.3). Several scholars have noted that school superintendents, principals, 

and/or teaching staff members are "hostile" towards marketing (Harvey, 1996, p.26) and that 

they tend to resist the initiation of systematic marketing efforts because they believe that the 

marketing of education is incompatible with the professional standards (Pastelis 2003, p.26). 

From her interviews with admissions professionals working at 60 non-sectarian independent 

schools, Hoerle (1999) stated that the majority of her subjects considered marketing to be an 

"ugly necessity" and that many of them expressed concerns about "capitulating too much to 

parent and student demands" (p.12).  

 An alternative explanation of the gap between educational marketing prescriptions 

and practices was offered by Scott (1997) when he noted that "much of what professional 

marketing has to teach is simply a refinement upon practices already in place in schools" 

(p.210). What Scott's remark implies is that while schools do not explicitly engage in 

strategic marketing (or any form of marketing) they nonetheless pursue the same broad 

objectives as those discussed within the strategic educational marketing literature by carrying 

out systematic and ongoing school improvement efforts. At the same time, some of the 

activities associated with strategic marketing, notably those that entail changes in product 
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offerings to meet the needs or preferences of identified market segments, are not appropriate 

in an educational context: school administrators are understandably reluctant to undertake 

major alterations in school policies and practices to increase market demand. As Hoerle 

insisted, marketing should communicate the schools core mission and principles but "it 

should never drive those principles" (1999, p.13). Similarly Relic (2000) advised school 

decision-makers to confine their marketing efforts to communicating with consumers: "Trust 

your program. You need only to tell your story accurately to communicate effectively with 

the public. The best you can do is offer parents and prospective students well-designed 

publications and a thoughtful website" (p.8). Given that most schools face severe constraints 

on the availability of funds for marketing programs and that sophisticated, original market 

segmentation research is of questionable value, many schools do not conform to the 

prescriptions contained in the strategic educational marketing research because they either 

cannot or need not do so. As Oplatka and Hemsley-Brown concluded, "the limited scope of 

marketing observed in research stems primarily from business-originated concepts and 

models wrongly applied in studies on school marketing" (2004, p.389).  

 There is one additional reason that schools have not met the expectations embodied in 

educational marketing texts. The guidance provided by these works is often contradictory. 

Consider, for example, that Davies and Ellison (1997) consistently advocate a "wide net," 

comprehensive and full-integrated approach to strategic educational marketing. Despite this, 

they tell their readers that in designing marketing programs, "it is very important that the 

school should focus on three or four major activities---for example, a new prospectus, 

improved relations with the press and enhanced home-school links" (p.189). On the one 

hand, the normative literature employs the rhetoric and the concepts of strategic marketing; 
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on the other hand, authors of these works acknowledge that most schools do not possess the 

requisite financial resources and marketing/research competencies needed to successfully 

implement strategic marketing programs. 

 Program impact evaluation studies constitute the second type of educational 

marketing research and such studies are decidedly few in number. As Oplatka and Hemsley-

Brown (2004) stated toward the conclusion of their literature review, "in general, schools are 

unlikely to evaluate the impact of their marketing mechanisms and processes against 

outcomes, i.e., recruitment of prospective students" (p.388). In this context, the reviewers 

cited a study conducted by James and Philips (1995) in which a majority of the British 

principals interviewed believed that their marketing programs had been effective but none of 

them had carried out a systematic evaluation of their respective programs' impact on "bottom 

line" results such as student recruitment/retention outcomes. In many cases, the outcome 

criteria that have been used to evaluate the effects of marketing programs are "soft" 

measures. Thus, for example, based on his 18-month case study of a strategic marketing 

program at one independent British school, C. Michael O'Connor (1999) concluded that it 

had been successful because the individuals who worked on its development and execution 

were satisfied with their experience. Aside from participant satisfaction, O'Connor offered no 

evidence that the program had any influence upon student recruitment/retention. 

 Although educational marketing scholars have exhorted American public schools to 

enhance their images and thereby bolster public support, the available evidence indicates that 

they have either not responded to these calls or that their efforts have not been successful. As 

Gross (2004) has reported, a nation-wide research projects using scores of focus groups 

found that most Americans are more aware of the problems plaguing public schools than they 
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are of efforts to improve their effectiveness (p.14). Citing an accompanying survey, Gross 

recounted that 60 percent of respondents "recalled seeing, reading or hearing negative news 

items and more than 60 percent stated that the most recent news made them feel worse about 

public education in this country" (p.16). It may well be that educational marketing programs 

conducted by public schools face virtually insurmountable hurdles in attempting to counter-

act the influence of negative mass media stories.  

 A handful of researchers have tried to assess the effects of specific marketing 

techniques. Their results indicate that word-of-mouth communications among parents and 

parental visits to school sites exert a more powerful influence on student 

recruitment/retention outcomes than any other type of marketing modality (Carroll, 2002; 

Relic, 2000). Laine (1999), for example, asked twenty Canadian private school headmasters 

about the effectiveness of different marketing "channels." Her study's participants said that 

the most effective marketing techniques that they used were word-of-mouth communications 

between parents of currently-enrolled students and parents of prospective students and face-

to-face meetings between school alumni and the latter.  

 Lamborn (2003) followed the efforts of a Community Christian School affiliated with 

a Baptist congregation to increase student enrollment through a succession of marketing 

campaigns. He noted that the school in this study had suffered a series of enrollment declines 

and that several parents had withdrawn their children and enrolled them in a local public 

school. The exit interviews that Lamborn conducted with these parents indicated that their 

withdrawal decisions were motivated by three factors: (1) tuition increases; (2) the absence 

of certain extracurricular activities (notably team sports) at the Christian school; and, (3) the 

availability of advanced placement classes within the public school system. Lamborn added 
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that "a lack of sufficient marketing of the school to the local area through local media during 

the months leading up to the 2000-2001 school year may be another reason for a declining 

enrollment" (p.19). In the following year, Lamborn recounted, the school initiated an 

intensive marketing effort through print advertisements in local newspapers, but enrollment 

continued to decline. Finally, in March of 2002, the school's chief administrator personally 

called the parents of every enrolled student, asked them to recruit new students, and offered 

them a $200 per semester tuition discount if they agreed to take part in this drive. According 

to Lamborn, the effects of this "word-of-mouth" marketing effort stood in sharp contrast with 

the disappointing results of prior media-based marketing campaigns. Enrollment increased 

from 200 students in the 2001-2002 school year to 246 students in 2002-2003, and school 

officials attributed the bulk of these gains to parental "word-of-mouth" recruitment activities. 

Demographic and Parental Preference Variables as Predictors of Roman Catholic Primary 

School Enrollment 

 

 "Although considerable attention has been given to the effects of Roman Catholic 

schooling on educational outcomes like test scores," as Sander (2005) has stated, "less 

attention has been given to the determinants of why parents choose to send their children to 

Roman Catholic schools" (p.257). There are, in fact, two bodies of research that address the 

determinants of parental decisions about the enrollment of their children in Roman Catholic 

schools: (1) demographic/socio-economic profiles grounded in variables associated with 

enrollment decisions; and, (2) direct surveys that ask parents about what they feel are 

important features for their children's educational experience and how well Roman Catholic 

schools satisfy those preferences. 
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 In response to the question of who is most likely to enroll a child in a Roman Catholic 

primary school, the strongest differentiating variable within the populace at large is, of 

course, self-reported parental affiliation with the Roman Catholic faith. Although a sizeable 

proportion of all children who are currently attending Roman Catholic schools (roughly 12 

percent) do not live in households headed by Roman Catholics, this anomaly is largely 

limited to certain contexts, notably to inner-city or urban settings in which the alternative of 

public school enrollment is unattractive. Beyond Roman Catholic affiliation, Gray and 

Gautier's research disclosed that parents who are older, (over 50 years of age), live in 

households with incomes of more than $125,000, have attended Roman Catholic school 

themselves, possess a bachelor's degree or higher, live in an area in which a voucher program 

is available, and have a Roman Catholic elementary school within 30 minutes driving 

distance are more likely to have enrolled a child in a Roman Catholic school than parents 

who are younger, live in lower-income households, have lower levels of educational 

attainment, do not have a voucher program available to them and/or do not live in reasonably 

close proximity to a Roman Catholic elementary school (2006, p.48). Older parents, as 

compared to those 30 years junior, controlling for all other factors in the model, are more 

likely to enroll a child in a Catholic school.  Statistically, age is the most significant factor 

emerging from this mode. It may be said that these older parents received their education 

during the time of rapid expansion of catholic education in the late 50’s and 60’s. This factor 

alone produces significant variations in catholic commitment. It should be noted that Gray 

and Gautier's findings for parental age may be partially attributable to the sampling methods 

that they used in constructing this profile. This qualification aside, the available research 
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supports the significance of the other variables identified by Gray and Gautier as correlates of 

parental propensity to enroll children in Roman Catholic primary schools.  

 According to Gambitta and his Associates (2006), the two strongest predictors of 

parental decisions to enroll children in a Roman Catholic school are level of parental 

education and parental religious commitment (p.16). As Gray and Gautier's analysis of the 

data indicated, parental educational attainment is a major predictor of a (Roman Catholic) 

child's attendance at a Roman Catholic elementary school, rivaled only by parental religious 

commitment or religiosity. On this second count, Gray and Gautier's analysis indicated that 

those Roman Catholic parents with children of elementary school age who attend Mass once 

or more a week are 27 percent more likely than Roman Catholic parents of school-aged 

children who "rarely" or "never" attend Mass to have enrolled a child in a Roman Catholic 

school (2006, p.48). Parents' prior attendance at a Roman Catholic primary or secondary 

school is a third unambiguously powerful determinant of children's enrollment in a Roman 

Catholic primary school (Gautier & Gray, 2006, pp.39-40). 

 Given that sending a child to a Roman Catholic primary school usually entails out-of-

pocket tuition payments (while attendance at public schools does not), we would expect that 

household income would be directly associated with likelihood of enrollment. As an 

expression of the Roman Catholic Church's commitment to the poor, many schools/parishes 

furnish financial assistance, tuition subsidies and/or scholarships to families on a means-

tested basis. Consequently, in 2005, Michael Guerra was able to claim that, given the 

availability of financial aid, there had been "little change in the socio-economic profile of the 

students served by Roman Catholic high schools today" (p.4). Taking a somewhat longer 

view, Hunt (2005) acknowledged that even "with the well-earned heritage of educating poor, 
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(Roman Catholic schools) are now increasingly populated by the upper class" (p.170). 

Tuition and tuition increases have been the driving forces behind a long-term shift towards 

serving a high-income market. In 1972, 12.3 percent of students attending Roman Catholic 

high schools were from households in the lowest income quartile and 29.7 were from highest 

income quartile. By 1992, however, only 5.5 percent of students were from households in the 

lowest income quartile and 45.8 percent lived in households enjoying incomes in the highest 

quartile (Hunt 2005, p.170). As Gambitta  (2006) have asserted "parents in higher affluent 

households are many times more likely to send their children to Roman Catholic schools than 

parents in low affluent households" (2006, p.15). Even taking the availability of financial 

assistance into account, there is a direct, powerful, and strengthening correlation between 

household income and Roman Catholic school enrollment.  

 Public schools are the principal alternative to Roman Catholic schools, and there is 

some evidence that parental assessments of local public schools are a factor in decisions to 

send children to Roman Catholic schools. West and Palsson (1988) hypothesized that the 

likelihood of parents enrolling their children in a Roman Catholic school increases with (1) 

the average class size of local public schools, (2) the number and length of public school 

teachers' strikes, and (3) community per capita income. Their study's results supported each 

of these three propositions. On the other hand, using data from Florida school districts 

covering the years 1986 through 1990, Smith and Meier (1995) found no support for the 

hypothesis that demand for Roman Catholic schools is inversely correlated with the academic 

quality of public schools (as measured by student test scores). On this basis, the researchers 

reached the controversial conclusion that "that people are not buying quality education from 

private (predominantly Roman Catholic) schools….They are instead purchasing religious 
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services and racial segregation" (p.468). Although survey data clearly confirms that parents 

who send children to Roman Catholic schools value religious variables (including 

socialization into Roman Catholic moral values), the conclusion that parents are "purchasing" 

religious services is misleading, while the researchers' assertion concerning "racial 

segregation" has not received any direct empirical support. 

 Other than these broad demographic factors, as a guide to defining, locating, and 

reaching parents with marketing communications, the "research suggests that in the majority 

of cases the decision as to where a child is going to elementary school is made by the time 

the child is three and one-half years of age" (Burke, 1991, p.2). In this context, McCarthy 

(2003) has remarked that Roman Catholic primary school marketing programs should be 

directed towards local pre-schools and day care centers serving children who are four-years-

old or younger.  

 Burke (1991) has also pointed out that mothers are much more likely than fathers to 

be the main, or even the sole, decision-makers in primary school enrollment choices. He 

suggested that marketing programs aimed at the recruitment of students into Roman Catholic 

primary schools focus on Roman Catholic mothers of two and three year old children along 

with mothers of children enrolled in kindergarten and day care facilities (Burke, 1991, p.2). 

In partial contrast to Burke, Gambitta, Jones and Acevedo (2006) have argued that Roman 

Catholic school marketing programs should be addressed to both parents. Most of the 

respondents (56 percent) in their survey of Roman Catholic households with children 

attending Roman Catholic schools said that their enrollment decisions were reached jointly 

by mothers and fathers (p.34). On the other hand, among the 44 percent of surveyed 
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households who did not report joint decision-making, three out of four identified the mother 

as the sole decision-maker (p.34). 

 When Gray and Gautier (2006) asked a large sample of Roman Catholic parents 

about their enrollment decisions, they found evidence of discord between mothers and fathers 

on the issue of school attendance. More specifically, they reported that: 

A spouse's school preference…was not a factor frequently cited as being a problem 

among parents who had children of elementary school age. However, among parents 

with children yet to reach the age of enrollment for preschool, this is frequently cited 

as a problem. Fifty-seven percent of parents who plan on enrolling their infant or 

toddler in a Roman Catholic elementary school when they are old enough to attend 

said their spouse's school preferences were at least "somewhat" of a problem in 

making this decision (p.59).  

 

Among the Roman Catholic parents in this survey who indicated that they did not plan on 

sending an infant or toddler to a Roman Catholic elementary school, 53 percent said that their 

spouse's preferences were at least "somewhat" of a problem (pp.59-60).  

 Studies that have investigated the core reasons behind the decisions of parents to send 

their children to Roman Catholic schools have yielded fairly consistent results. Research 

conducted in the 1960s and 1970s revealed that parents enrolled their children in Roman 

Catholic schools because they perceived them as providing high-quality academic 

instruction, exposure to sectarian religious values, and a disciplined, structured environment 

(Burke, 1979, p.3). Over the years, there have been some shifts in the relative importance 

ascribed by parents to these perceived attributes of Roman Catholic schools. In 1990, for 

example, Burke noted that  

The findings of recent studies which confirm that academic quality, coupled with the 

school's Roman Catholic tradition and sense of community, are the principle (sic) 

reasons why parents have enrolled their children in Roman Catholic schools. This 

data indicates a shift from findings collected 10 to 15 years ago, when Roman 

Catholic tradition and religious instruction were cited most commonly as the number 
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one reason parents chose a Roman Catholic school, followed by discipline and order 

and then academic quality (p.2). 

 

Three years later, Burke again highlighted the increased salience of "academic quality" as an 

attribute of Roman Catholic schools that determines parental enrollment decisions, and 

asserted that "Roman Catholic school parents are generally high achievers themselves and 

therefore are even more demanding of their offspring and the schools they attend" (p.1). As 

Roman Catholic schools have come to more closely resemble their non-sectarian rivals 

(public and "secular" private schools) in terms of staff composition and curricula, and as 

tuition has increased over the years, the importance of quality academic instruction has 

undoubtedly increased as a parental enrollment motivational factor. 

 In their survey of 1,419 Roman Catholic parents with at least one child under the age 

of 19 years old (including parents who have and who do not have a child enrolled in a Roman 

Catholic school) Gray and Gautier (2006) found that that Roman Catholic parents "believe 

that Roman Catholic elementary schools are better than public schools in terms of moral 

issues (75 percent), discipline (66 percent), and academic standards (63 percent)" (p.45). 

Within this same sample, however, 57 percent of the respondents indicated that they 

considered (tuition-free) public primary schools to offer a "better financial value" than 

Roman Catholic primary schools (p.47). In addition, substantial minorities within the sample 

held unfavorable attitudes about three important facets of Roman Catholic schools: thirty-six 

percent said that Roman Catholic schools do not release enough information about test scores 

to enable parents to assess their child's academic performance; 35 percent said that teachers 

at Roman Catholic primary schools are less likely to be certified than those working at public 

elementary schools; and 32 percent indicated that Roman Catholic schools have greater 

difficulty in keeping good teachers than public schools do (p.47). 
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 Several scholars have tried to measure and rank the importance of key variables in the 

enrollment decisions of Roman Catholic parents who have school-aged children, either 

directly through parent surveys or by asking Roman Catholic school administrators about 

what variables have the greatest influence on parental enrollment decisions. Among the 

latter, Pastelis (2003) sent a quantitative questionnaire to 626 Roman Catholic school 

administrators, asking them to rank the importance that parents attribute to twelve 

dimensions of Roman Catholic school education. A full 89.4 percent of the respondents 

indicated that two factors---academic excellence and teaches morals/values---were "very 

important" in parental decisions to send children to their respective schools. As for the 

remaining 10 dimensions, they ranked as follows: (1) safe learning environment (80.3 

percent of principals indicating that it is "very important" to parents); (2) general reputation 

(63.6 percent); (3) teaching of the faith (59.2 percent); (4) small school atmosphere (45.4 

percent); (5) affordability (41.5 percent); (6) ancillary activities (38.9 percent); (7) family 

history with Roman Catholic schools (31 percent); (8) small class sizes (30 percent); (9 poor 

quality public schools (26.9 percent); and, (12) location (19.5 percent) (p.112).  

 Pomazal (2004-2005) conducted a two-stage survey of parental motivation to enroll 

children in the Roman Catholic schools of the Wheeling-Charleston Diocese. He initially 

sent an open-ended questionnaire to 600 parents living within the diocese, asking them to list 

their beliefs about the possible negative and positive consequences of enrolling their children 

in a Roman Catholic school. While this preliminary inquiry elicited a low response rate (N 

=89), the data enabled Pomazal to develop a forced-response survey instrument with items 

addressed to each of the 19 issues that the 89 parents mentioned most frequently. He then 

mailed this instrument to a sample universe of 1,500 parents, receiving 260 replies, and 
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selected 74 male and female Roman Catholic parishioners who had preschool-aged children. 

Of the seventy four subjects in the final sample, 28 said that they did not intend to enroll their 

children in a Roman Catholic primary school while 44 indicated an intention to do so. 

Following data analysis, Pomazal recommended that in developing a marketing strategy for 

Roman Catholic schools within the diocese, marketing teams should try to convince the 

"non-intending" parents that enrolling their children in a Roman Catholic primary school 

would (1) not necessarily be an expensive/costly education; (2) prepare students better for 

their future life; (3) expose children to dedicated and concerned teachers; (4) teach their 

children higher moral/ethical standards and values; (5) teach children self-discipline; (6) 

allow more parent-teacher attention/involvement, and (7) strengthen family values at home 

(p.5). Going somewhat deeper into parental motivation, Pomazal asserted that Roman 

Catholic school marketing efforts should attempt to convince the "non-intending" parents to 

more strongly value: (1) smaller/more personalized classes; (2) a safer educational 

environment; (3) learning self-discipline; (4) fewer extracurricular activities as being not 

necessarily all that undesirable; and (5) standardized school clothing/uniforms (p.6). 

 Using their sample 1,419 parents, Gray and Gautier (2006) first queried those with 

children attending Roman Catholic schools and those who indicated an intention to enroll 

children in the future about the importance of 17 factors in their past or prospective 

enrollment decisions. The most important factor, checked as "very important" by 81 percent 

of the subjects within this study group, was the "quality of religious instruction." It was 

followed by (1) "safe environment" (79 percent indicating that it was/is `"very important"); 

(2) quality academic instruction (78 percent); (3) discipline and order (65 percent); (4) a 

sense of community (61 percent); (5) an affordable tuition (50 percent); (6) a connection to 
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parish life (43 percent); (7) well-maintained school facility and grounds (43 percent); (8) up-

to-date classroom technology (35 percent); (9) availability of financial assistance for tuition 

and other school costs (33 percent); (10) opportunities for students to volunteer or provide 

civic service (25 percent); (11) quality extracurricular activities (24 percent); (12) an up-to-

date library (23 percent); (13) welcoming environment for non-Roman Catholics (23 

percent); (14) music, arts, and drama programs (22 percent); (15) athletics, competitions or 

intramurals (17 percent); and, (16) availability of busing (13 percent) (Gray & Gautier 2006, 

p. 53). Recalling the responses of educational leaders (principals and parish priests), Gray 

and Gautier noted that 99 percent said that their schools were at least "somewhat" able to 

fulfill all of the "top five" features that these parents reported as "very important" in their 

enrollment decisions (Gray & Gautier 2006, p.2). 

 When Gray and Gautier (2006) compared the factors that the parents of enrolled 

children perceived as "very important" in their decision to send them to Roman Catholic 

primary schools with what Roman Catholic educational leaders reported to be the most 

important variables in the enrollment decisions of parents sending children to their schools, 

they found a significant, and potential crucial, disparity. While 81 percent of parents said that 

"quality religious education" was very important in their enrollment decision, only 64 percent 

of the school leaders perceived this to be very important in the decision of parents to enroll 

children at their schools (p.55). Commenting upon the difference, the researchers first wrote 

that "there is a disconnect between how school leaders perceive the importance of quality of 

religious education among parents enrolling children and how prevalent this perception is 

among them" (p.55) and then noted that "principals and pastors may be underestimating the 

importance of religious education" (p.68) to Roman Catholic parents. 
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 Turning to Roman Catholic parents of school-aged children who were not enrolled in 

a Roman Catholic school, the most important reason (checked by 54 percent of subjects in 

this group) influencing their decision to send children to a "non-Roman Catholic" (usually a 

public) school was tuition cost, while 47 percent indicated that insufficient tuition assistance 

was a "somewhat important" reason for their non-enrollment decision and 33 percent cited 

"child's preferences" (p.58). One of the most disconcerting results to emerge from Gray and 

Gautier's surveys of Roman Catholic parents was that 22 percent of the entire sample (that is 

both "enrolled" and "non-enrolled" groups) said that the poor quality of Roman Catholic 

primary school academic programs was at least "somewhat important" in their enrollment 

choices.  

 Gambitta and his associates (Gambitta, , 2006), conducted a study of Roman Catholic 

school enrollments within the Archdiocese of San Antonio that included a telephone survey 

of 667 parents. The final sample was comprised primarily of Roman Catholic households 

with school-age children, but it also including "a smattering" of non-Roman Catholic 

households with children attending Roman Catholic schools. All subjects completed a brief 

structured interview in which they were asked about multiple aspects of parental decision-

making associated with the selection of schools for their children and about their perceptions, 

preferences, and attitudes toward Roman Catholic, public, and private (non-Roman Catholic) 

schools. The researchers retrospectively divided survey respondents into three groups: 1) 

those who prefer a Roman Catholic education, can afford it, and have chosen it; (b) those 

who prefer a Roman Catholic education, would choose it, but cannot afford it; and, (c) those 

Roman Catholics who can afford a Roman Catholic education but have not chosen it (p.7). 
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 The findings derived by Gambitta et.al. (2006) from their parental telephone survey 

indicated to them that a "fusion of" high-quality academics and the inculcation of moral and 

religious values comprised the key driver of parental decisions to enroll children in Roman 

Catholic schools located within the San Antonio Archdiocese (p.8). "The `value-added' 

element of Roman Catholic schools," as the researchers saw it, was "the addition of a moral 

component and environment to high quality academic training" (p.9). The perception that 

Roman Catholic schools furnish a high quality academic education functioned as a baseline 

criterion in parental decision to enroll children in these schools, but at the margin, the 

perception that Roman Catholic schools outperform competitor institutions (public and 

private) in "teaching" children moral and religious values significantly amplified the 

association between enrollment and perceived quality of academic instruction. In other 

words, the combination of high-quality academic and religious instruction was a much 

stronger predictor of enrollment than either variable taken in isolation, and this was true 

across respondents' race, geographical residence, and household income (p.9). On the other 

side of the ledger, the survey results indicated "that the greatest barrier to parents sending 

their children to Roman Catholic school, for those who would prefer it, is the financial cost" 

(p.20). A full 65 percent of the subjects in this study group indicated that tuition was the 

single most influential factor in their decision to send a child to a non-Roman Catholic school 

despite their preference for a Roman Catholic school education (p.20). 

Roman Catholic School Marketing Programs 

 In a year 2000 issue of the Roman Catholic School Management Letter, Burke 

claimed that "Roman Catholic school marketing evolved from the early days of this century 

when educators felt there was no need to market their schools, into advertising, then 
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marketing, and now marketing coupled with strategic planning" (p.1). Oddly enough, in the 

remainder of this article Burke went on to describe and recommend specific marketing 

practices for use by Roman Catholic schools, yet all of his suggestions focused on "tactical" 

tools (brochures, open houses) for enhancing image and enrollment, and Burke provided no 

explanation of how any of these measures related to strategic planning or strategic marketing. 

Indeed, when we examine the normative literature on Roman Catholic school marketing, we 

encounter an enormous gap between the use of "strategic marketing" rhetoric, on the one 

hand, and a focus on relatively simple, even rudimentary, marketing techniques, such as the 

production of school brochures, on the other. 

 As Pastelis (2003) has recently observed, despite the centrality accorded to marketing 

by Roman Catholic school administrators since the early 1970s, the literature dedicated to the 

description and assessment of marketing programs is exceedingly thin. On this count, he 

remarked: 

As for Roman Catholic schools, little has been written about the specific topic of 

public relations and marketing at the school or at the central office level. Yet the 

mandate for public relations in Roman Catholic schools is clearly stated by the 

National Conference of Roman Catholic Bishops (1972) when they wrote that steps 

must be taken to ensure the future of Roman Catholic schools including "joining with 

other non-public schools in public relations efforts" (pp.10-11). 

 

Of course, marketing is a far more inclusive function than public relations. The latter 

concentrates upon promoting a positive image and dispelling negative perceptions within the 

public at-large and independent of inducing changes in actual consumer behavior. Marketing, 

by contrast, focuses on inducing a specified segment of the public (current/prospective 

consumers of the marketing organization's offerings) to move through multi-stage processes 

that reinforces/transforms values and attitudes into behavioral intentions and, from there, into 

enacted behaviors (actual purchases). 
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 The first explicit reference to the "marketing" of Roman Catholic schools that the 

present writer has located appeared in Burke's 1979 article on "The Need for Marketing in 

the Roman Catholic School." In this seminal piece, the author initially set modest objectives 

for such marketing efforts by specifying that they should be directed towards improving the 

image of Roman Catholic schools. In this context, Burke wrote: 

It should be noted that in all cases, marketing for enrollment and financial resources 

relies on the school first being marketed for image. My consulting experience, 

especially over the last three years has increasingly convinced me that problems in 

the areas of finances, student recruitment and student retention are almost always 

directly related to image problems (1979, p.2). 

 

He proceeded to identify a timely Roman Catholic school image problem affecting the 

perceptions of conservative Roman Catholic parents, that is, their sense that lay teachers 

working at Roman Catholic schools lacked the requisite knowledge of and commitment to 

the doctrines of the Roman Catholic Church. Focusing on this perception, Burke declared 

that "any marketing plan for image should include strategies designed to regularly acquaint 

and reacquaint various publics touched by Roman Catholic schools with those programs in 

existence to in-service lay teachers in the area of religious education and to improve the 

quality of spiritual life" (p.2). Again, while Burke's aim could be construed as a first step 

towards genuine "marketing," it more closely resembled the objective of a finely-targeted 

public relations campaign. 

 Although a number of anecdotal articles on Roman Catholic school marketing 

appeared in denominational periodicals such as the Roman Catholic School Management 

Letter and Momentum, the first nation-wide program arose in the early 1990s. In 1992, the 

NCEA and the United States Roman Catholic Conference launched a "National Marketing 

Campaign for Roman Catholic Schools." At the national level, this effort entailed selling a 
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marketing campaign kit to local schools. The kit itself consisted of written guideline 

materials (sample news releases, model advertisements for print and electronic media) that 

were updated on an annual basis, along with such promotional items such as logo-bearing t-

shirts, posters, and bumper stickers, school banners, tote bags and the like (Pastelis 2003, 

pp.3-4). An evaluation of the effects of this campaign by Pastelis (2003) will be covered later 

in the review at hand. What is noteworthy at this juncture is that, at the national level, the 

NCEA "campaign" was not a basis for a full-fledged marketing program; it was, instead, a 

basis for an extensive public relations effort that could be used within a comprehensive 

marketing program by individual schools and/or dioceses.  

 During the 1990s and into the present, there have been indications that Roman 

Catholic schools have, in fact, designed and implemented marketing programs. In 1994, for 

example, when Guerra surveyed the principals of 293 Roman Catholic high schools and 

asked them about their efforts to counteract the demand repressing effects of tuition 

increases, many of the respondents said that they had initiated financial management and 

marketing programs. Indeed, at least some of the subjects in Guerra's study reported that their 

schools had utilized increasingly sophisticated student-recruitment and marketing efforts that 

had enabled them to attain their "bottom-line" objectives. A decade latter, Guerra (2005) 

noted in an article appearing in Momentum that Roman Catholic high schools "have 

increasingly become sophisticated (in their financial management and marketing functions) 

and (that) a substantial number, fully one-third, are involved in capital campaigns" (p.4). As 

for the procedures/contents used in Roman Catholic school marketing programs at the local 

level, while Sturwold (1997) referred to a Roman Catholic Elementary School Marketing 

Handbook that she helped to develop for a marketing program within the Archdiocese of 
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Cincinnati, she did not supply any description of this manual and the present writer has been 

unable to locate a copy of it. 

 Occasional suggestions concerning particularly effective marketing approaches 

and/or techniques have appeared in Roman Catholic School Management Letter and 

Momentum. In a 1991 number of the former, Burke implicitly argued for the use of 

relationship marketing when he wrote that "the development of one-to-one relationships may 

be the single most important factor in reducing student attrition rates and improving overall 

retention at all grade levels" (p.3). Both Burke (1990) and Edelman (2005) have highlighted 

the power of student ambassadors as marketing instrumentalities. Edelman, for example, 

reported that since St. Peter's School in Kirkwood, Missouri began to use middle-school 

students who had previously attended its elementary-grade classes to accompany the parents 

of prospective students on tours of its facilities, enrollments had increased dramatically.  

 Burke (2000, 2004) advocated the employment of digital technology for both data-

gathering/storage of marketing information and as a marketing channel. On the first of these 

counts, he wrote that "successful Roman Catholic schools implement computer databases 

containing everything from traditional demographic information to email addresses, date and 

type of initial contact, open house attendance, current school or day-care center with the 

name of the teacher or provider, and much more" (2000, p.3). At the very least, then, there 

has been some acknowledgement of the value of customer relationship management for the 

marketing of Roman Catholic schools. Burke has also championed the establishment of 

Roman Catholic school internet websites as multi-purpose tools for enhancing school image 

(2004, pp.1-2). 
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 Outside of official Roman Catholic school publications, reports appearing in secular 

periodicals imply that Roman Catholic school marketing has not progressed very far. In an 

item appearing in the New York Times, Winzelberg (2005) examined the factors that 

contributed to the closing of the Holy Spirit School in New Hyde Park, New York following 

95 years of its continuous operation as a Roman Catholic elementary school. Speaking with 

parents, Winzelberg found a division of opinion concerning the root cause of the enrollment 

declines that occasioned Holy Spirit's closing. One group of informants cited above-mean 

and rising tuition costs of $3,900 a year as the principal factor behind the school's poor 

student recruitment and retention rates. A second group of informants alluded to increases in 

class size, perceived deteriorations in teaching staff quality, rising rates of staff turnover, and 

the impact of the priest child sex abuse scandal as sources of parental discontent. When the 

Times reporter spoke with the superintendent of schools, he was told that some parents had 

withdrawn their children because they errantly believed that a large percentage of the 

teachers at Holy Spirit were not certified when, in fact, more than 90 percent of the staff was 

certified at the time of the school's closing. The superintendent then volunteered that the 

schools under his supervision "need better marketing to let people know" that their teachers 

are, in fact, qualified (Winzelberg 2005).  

 Why haven't Roman Catholic schools become more deeply engaged in marketing? 

There are several reasons that may explain this quandary. First, as with public school 

educators (and perhaps even more intensively), the values associated with marketing are not 

compatible with Roman Catholic or Gospel values. As Mellor (2005) found in his 

exploratory study of primary and secondary Roman Catholic school principals, Roman 

Catholic educators adhere closely to spiritual values. Mellor reported that his study 
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informants emphasized the "the `personalization' of the educational experience within the 

communitarian context of the Roman Catholic school," and saw this mission as standing "in 

sharp contrast to the depersonalization of education in the market context which, by 

definition, looks to its longer term, tangible and material benefits" (p.329). As Maureen 

Hallinan (2000) has asserted, if Roman Catholic schools embrace the same values as secular 

institutions, "then the Roman Catholic school system is redundant and no longer justified" 

(p.204). To some extent then, deficiencies in marketing by Roman Catholic primary schools 

may be partially explained by the clash between the traditional moral values of Roman 

Catholic education and the commercialism associated with marketing.  

 Other than intentional resistance to the inherent secularism of marketing, while 

Roman Catholic school administrators are trained in managerial functions, most of them have 

not received any formal education in marketing. Indeed, over 80 percent of the Roman 

Catholic school administrators that Pastelis (2003) surveyed indicated that they had not been 

exposed to formal training in marketing (p.117). It is difficult to understand how even the 

most committed of these professionals can oversee the design and implementation of a 

sophisticated school marketing program. 

 Lastly, while research has consistently highlighted the importance of academic 

quality, religious education, and a structured/disciplined environment as qualities that Roman 

Catholic parents value, there are some conflicting findings within the available literature. 

Thus, for example, Gray and Gautier (2006) reported that "the availability of up-to-date 

technology and resources…(is) of relatively low importance to Roman Catholic parents" 

(p.3), while Gambitta  (2006) wrote that "high technology is especially important to those 

Roman Catholics sending their children to public schools" (p.22). Indeed, among the Roman 



                                                                                                                      Marketing 84     

Catholic parents in Gambitta et al.'s study who had not enrolled a child in a Roman Catholic 

school, the perception that public schools provide superior access to instructional technology 

than Roman Catholic schools was cited as an important enrollment decision factor.  

 With one noteworthy exception, the empirical literature is virtually silent on the key 

question of how effective Roman Catholic school marketing programs have been to date. 

Referring to the initiation of the NCEA's National Marketing Campaign for Roman Catholic 

Schools in 1992, Keebler (1997) speculated that it had been effective because enrollment 

trends did improve during the intervening five years. In like manner, within the introduction 

to his 2003 study, Pastelis observed that nationwide Roman Catholic school enrollment had 

increased in each year since the inception of the NCEA's marketing campaign (p.3). Both of 

these attributions of causality are problematical and it is exceedingly difficult (if not 

impossible) to demonstrate a causal connection between the implementation of a school 

marketing program and any outcome, including net changes in school enrollment. 

 The exception referenced above is to Pastelis's study (2003) of the perceived 

effectiveness of the National Roman Catholic Education Association's national marketing 

campaign. Pastelis authored a quantitative data-gathering instrument that he sent to a sample 

of Roman Catholic school principals. The survey asked study participants about their 

perceptions of the effectiveness of the NCEA's marketing campaign materials, about its 

impact upon student enrollment at their schools, and about the effectiveness of discrete 

marketing techniques and modalities. A total of 626 school principals responded to Pastelis's 

inquires, of whom more than 80 percent headed elementary schools while the remaining 19.3 

percent served at Roman Catholic high schools. All of the participants had used the NCEA's 
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marketing kit for at least one year and the mean length of usage for the sample as a whole 

was 6.75 years.  

 The Roman Catholic school principals in Pastelis's (2003) study generally reported 

that the NCEA's marketing program was effective in the achievement of their school's 

marketing goals: 37.1 percent indicated that it had been "very effective," 54.5 percent rated 

the kit as "somewhat effective," while just 8.3 percent rated the kit as "not effective" (p.62). 

Among study participants whose schools had experienced an increase in enrollment since 

they initiated a marketing program using the NCEA's materials, 23.9 percent indicated that 

the kit had played a "major role" in boosting enrollment, while an additional 35.6 percent 

said that the kit had at least some part in positive student recruitment/retention outcomes 

(p.55). On the other hand, within this same sub-set, 40.5 percent of the principals indicated 

that the use of the campaign kit materials had no impact upon enrollment gains (p.55). 

Disaggregating the responses into primary and secondary school categories, Pastelis found 

that the high school principals rated the campaign kit's overall effectiveness and its influence 

on positive enrollment outcomes more highly than the elementary school principals had rated 

it (p.159). 

 Pastelis also asked study subjects to assess the effectiveness of thirteen distinct 

marketing "tools." They were: (1) news releases; (2) newsletters; (3) open houses; (4) print 

advertising; (5) broadcast advertising; (6) billboards; (7) school videos; (8) internet website; 

(9) special liturgies; (10) special events; (11) brochures; (12) parish bulletin; and (13) Roman 

Catholic School Week events/activities (p.94). Of these, the most commonly used most 

commonly used were Roman Catholic School Week events/activities (71.9 percent), 

followed by notices in parish bulletins (56.6 percent) and newsletters (56.3 percent). None of 
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the other 10 marketing activities was used by more than half of the schools encompassed in 

the study sample. The least commonly used tools were broadcast advertising (6 percent), 

school videos (8.2 percent) and billboards (9.7 percent), while internet websites were used 

for marketing purposes by 40.3 percent of the schools headed by study participants (p.94). In 

terms of their perceived effectiveness, among the schools that used them, billboards were 

rated as the most effective, followed by school videos, open houses, and Roman Catholic 

School Week events and activities. The researcher noted that the two most effective 

techniques---billboards and videos--- were among the least used, while one of the most 

common techniques---advertisements in parish bulletins---was rated as relatively ineffective. 

Along with broadcast advertising, the low usage rate for billboards was probably due to cost 

considerations; and whether either of these otherwise effective marketing tools can be 

considered cost effective was unclear (p.175). 

Conceptual Framework for Forthcoming Study 

 

 Educational marketing is still in its infancy as a research domain.  Its theoretical and 

conceptual framework was appropriated from general (for-profit) marketing studies.  This 

view holds that marketing is more than a function and process it is a philosophy with the sole 

purpose of organizing the marketing effort around satisfying the needs of the consumer.  The 

ultimate marketing battleground is the mind.  Marketing begins in the mind of the consumer 

before it begins in any outside function or advertising venue.  The marketing concept breeds 

that what a business does is relative to the impact it produces on existing and potential 

consumers.  Therefore, a professional service organization will orient itself around a 

marketing concept with the purpose of satisfying client needs.  Public relations and 

advertising is not enough. These are one element subsequent to a critical marketing analysis 
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in a given area.  Marketing is listening to ones’ publics, assessing their needs, setting out to 

aggressively satisfy those needs and working to keep those same needs satisfied. There are 

five basic concepts in the marketing function: 

1. One understands needs/desires of current and potential consumers. 

2. One assists in developing an offering to satisfy the consumer. 

3. One develops informative and persuasive communication flows between the 

organization and the consumer. 

4. One ensures the offering is brokered at a fair and best price. 

5. One keeps the consumer satisfied after the exchange. 

The first consideration is understanding consumer want satisfaction.  Marketing starts 

with people.  All people have basic needs and wants and reasons they purchase certain goods 

over others.  The needs and wants of consumers determine their consumption patterns and 

decisions, such as whether a student attends a Catholic or Public School.  Marketing for a 

school begins with studying and understanding the needs and wants of the public it desires to 

serve and ends with helping that public satisfy those needs and wants. Further, it requires that 

the organization make every effort to keep consumers satisfied to perpetuate “customers” for 

life. It is important to recognize, therefore, that the marketing emphasis begins outside the 

school, not inside the school.  Thus how a school attempts to create exchanges with its 

publics is important.   

In attempting to satisfy needs and wants, consumers seek out particular products they 

believe will provide satisfaction.  Catholic Schools “create” these products through what is 

termed its’ market offer.  The Catholic Schools marketing mix might include special 

curricular programs offered, class size, religious orientation, value-based education, 
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academic reputation, discipline or other elements gleaned from a market analysis of a given 

territory.  The key element in creating a market offer is the realization that people are usually 

more interested in satisfaction than on the market offer or, in other words, the benefits 

derived. Therefore, the focus in any marketing effort is not on the features of the offer but on 

the want satisfaction received.  If consumers of education, mainly the parents at the 

elementary level, value the benefits that a school provides to the child, the consumer will 

generally wish to send the student to that particular school as well as other children in the 

family. 

Similarly, since Catholic Schools are often involved in development or fund-raising 

activities, it is also noted that when local business believes in the purpose of the institution as 

well; values the education provided and values the long-term benefit to the community, then 

business and community support is also forthcoming and provides want satisfaction on a 

larger scale.  Additionally, since Catholic Schools rely heavily on volunteers for fund-raising 

efforts, the more the consumer parent is satisfied, the more the consumer parent will augment 

support with time, effort and energy. 

 It is important, therefore, that Catholic Schools realize who its’ desired publics are 

and through a market analysis determine their needs and wants producing a market campaign 

that will attempt to deliver benefits and ultimately capitalize on return.  If various target 

groups are identified then homogeneous market segmentation may occur.   

 Coupled with understanding consumer want satisfaction is the understanding of 

exchanges.  Exchange involves two parties, each having something of value to trade.  Again, 

it is better to concentrate on benefits derived than actual product.  In schooling, exchange 

takes place between parents/students who desire benefits and the schools marketing offer to 
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provide those benefits.  These benefits may be personal growth, educational preparedness, 

social interaction, religious orientation, guidance or other intangible products.  In return, 

parents offer tuition, involvement, support or those benefits the school wants.  Satisfaction is 

determined to the extent each party in the exchange is satisfied.   

 In developing an informative and persuasive communications flow, the school 

attempts to establish contacts with a select target market isolated through market analysis and 

segmentation.  A market offer is designed and a continual favorable message and image is 

communicated to current and prospective consumers through a chosen market mix at a fair 

and competitive price.  Fair and competitive pricing holds inherent tenets of cost, demand 

and competition realizing that when price goes up, demand goes down and price elasticity 

studies are critical. 

 The final concept of keeping the consumer satisfied is perhaps the hardest and yet the 

most neglected or the weakest link in the marketing chain.  One must not sit back on ones 

laurels and assume that the customer will remain satisfied or will, in fact, remain a consumer.  

It is a critical to the survival of the organization to maintain customer loyalty as it is to 

adding new clients.  Purchasing decisions are made based on certain expectations and the 

organization needs to guarantee those benefits will be reached, will be delivered and will 

continue to be delivered.  No amount of marketing will mask a flawed product or the 

subsequent disillusionment for failure to deliver and maintain. After enrollment it is vital to 

know how parents and students feel about their school.  Thus, the school must continue to 

seek answers to questions of satisfaction and dissatisfaction.  It must also consider how the 

market changes over time and be open to it.   



                                                                                                                      Marketing 90     

Skills  Concentrated  

                             Market   

Finance Market Mix  

 

Administration People  

 

Market Analysis Program  

                         

Development  

Communication 

  

Benefits       Needs 

  

Improvement    Wants 

  

Problems    Values 

  

Solutions    Education  

  

Consumer

s 

      Satisfaction Profits 

School 

Services  

Professionals  

Fees  

Promotion 

Offerings 

Instruction 

Money 

Information 

 For the conceptual framework of these five interrelated concepts to be successful 

there is an inherent and underlying assumption that marketing is being accepted on two 

levels—as an overall philosophy of the organization and a functional tool.  As an 

organizational philosophy, marketing must permeate the entire school and have the complete 

support of those involved in the internal organization.  It is critical to obtain, nurture and 

maintain an adopted, collective mindset of administrator, school board, finance board, faculty 

and staff.  As a functional tool, it is critical that marketing is recognized as managerial 

approach with specific attention to consumer need satisfaction, product and price. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 – A Schematic Model of Conceptual Framework 
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Conclusion 

As it now stands, while there is cause to believe that Roman Catholic primary schools 

would benefit from the implementation of a carefully-designed marketing program, there is 

very little empirical evidence to support this hypothesis. Pastelis's study findings furnish 

indirect evidence that marketing programs can help schools to attain valued objectives, while 

parental surveys have highlighted core themes that might prove effective in persuading 

parents to enroll their children in a Roman Catholic primary school and, as importantly, in 

persuading other parents to keep children who are currently attending a Roman Catholic 

school to maintain that commitment. Plainly, then, additional empirical investigations of the 

effects of Roman Catholic primary school marketing programs are warranted, and it is 

toward that end that this study's original field research is directed. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

 

 Recently published reports on Roman Catholic elementary schools in the United 

States affirm the continuance of some disconcerting long-term trends that began 

approximately twenty-five years ago. Student enrollment in Roman Catholic primary schools 

continues to grow at a very modest rate and, more importantly, the number of Roman 

Catholic elementary schools continues to decline with many closing their doors. While some 

have rationalized that the decline can be attributed to a decline in the birth rate, a shift of the 

population to the suburbs, higher costs and fewer religious faculty, recent research studies 

indicate that such barriers may possibly be overcome with carefully planned and 

implemented marketing strategies. The plausible assumption, then, is that positive trends in 

Roman Catholic school enrollment can be effectuated through appropriate marketing 

programs.  

The purpose of this research study will be to determine the effects of a comprehensive 

marketing plan on the enrollment efforts of a parochial school. Four research questions will 

be explored during this study: 

1. What are the components of a well done comprehensive marketing plan? 

2. To what extent does a comprehensive marketing plan influence the perceptions 

and attitudes of perspective parents? 

3. To what extent does a comprehensive marketing plan influence the enrollment of 

a parochial school? 

4. To what extent do individual components of a comprehensive marketing plan 

affect enrollment in a parochial school? 
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Research Procedures 

 

The research design will be a mixed methods approach. Both qualitative and 

quantitative methods, as well as the literature review for marketing design, will be employed.  

The comprehensive literature review will assist in detailing the components of a well 

designed marketing plan the results of which will aid in the enhancement of an image of 

SJAS in the marketplace; create an awareness of the name of SJAS, it’s service offerings and 

areas of uniqueness that may lead to potential client interest and action; and help position 

SJAS in the minds of existing and potential families, differentiating SJAS from its competitor 

schools.  

A mixed method approach was selected to afford the researcher the opportunity to 

begin with a qualitative method for exploratory research, allowing the problem to become 

more illuminated with the emergent information from participants that will be utilized 

sequentially to prepare quantitative methods with a large sample, the results of which can be 

generalized to a given population. (Creswell, 2003) 

In consideration of the methodology selected for this research proposal, the researcher 

considered three different selected segments of marketing. The three considerations were 

undifferentiated marketing, differentiated marketing and concentrated marketing with a 

possible one-factor index or multiple-factor index. (Kotler, 1995)   

Undifferentiated marketing requires the organization to solicit the whole market with 

only one market offer or marketing mix in attempt to attract as many consumers as possible.  

This mass market approach was rejected by the researcher as it is not the purpose of this 

proposal to “mass market” but to sincerely meet the needs of education consumers by 

offering a marketing mix designed to yield a quality product inherently enhancing the 
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satisfaction level of the consumer.  The research bears that while undifferentiated marketing 

is less costly it yields lower consumer satisfaction levels. (Kotler, 1995, p.226) 

 Differentiated marketing allows the researcher to solicit multi segments of the 

marketing population, developing an offer and marketing mix for each segment. 

Differentiated marketing was rejected as it is the purpose of this study to use a qualified 

target market allowing for consumer profiling of potential customers.  A marketing mix will 

be developed for the specific qualified target market based on the variables emerging from 

initial qualitative research. 

 Concentrated marketing or a special case of differentiated marketing has been 

selected as the desired marketing approach whereby the institution can decide to solicit one 

qualified target market and develop the ideal offer and marketing mix.  The institution 

concentrates on serving one segment well in effort to achieve a strong standing in a particular 

market segment with customer loyalty developed; a greater knowledge of the needs, wants 

and behaviors of the qualified market; and  knowledge of the operating economy in current 

and long-term production, distribution and promotion of the marketing mix or offer.  

 Underlying the chosen marketing segment, the researcher has rejected a one-factor 

index in estimating market demand in favor of a multi-factor index.  A one-factor index is 

not discriminating enough to solely rely on to segment the market of consumers.  Two or 

more factors will better indicate the community’s market potential and provide a solid base 

for estimating total market demand. 

According to Rockholz, (2002, p.17) the simple selling of any product necessarily 

entails a presentation of the product to prospective purchasers within a chosen marketplace at 

a price that will clear the transaction. This requires some informal sense of what the market, 
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or portions of it, will bear and of how potential consumers can be physically reached and 

influenced.  Therefore, the researcher will begin with a market analysis, researching and 

analyzing the existing marketplace, conducting research into how current and prospective 

enrollment decision-makers (typically parents) view SJAS as it now stands.  This will yield 

an initial sense of where the educational offering is positioned in the minds of current and 

prospective consumers and provide the basis to construct a media marketing mix with the 

purpose of influencing the purchase decision of potential consumers.  

  According to Sander (2005) there are two bodies of research that address the 

determinants of parental decisions about the enrollment of their children in Roman Catholic 

schools: (1) demographic/socio-economic profiles grounded in variables associated with 

enrollment decisions; and, (2) direct surveys that ask parents about what they feel are 

important features for their children's educational experience and how well Roman Catholic 

schools satisfy those preferences.  

By surveying a representative sample of current consumers (the parents of enrolled 

students) the researcher will determine whether there are correlations among segmentation 

basis factors, for example, a strong need or preference for a school that offers moral 

instruction. The results will provide a basis for constructing profiles of different market 

segments. The ultimate objective of segmentation analysis is to construct segments with 

members that are likely to respond in a similar manner to those marketing stimuli that the 

organization controls or that can readily influence promotional or advertising messages (Rao 

& Wang, 1995). 

According to Kotler and Fox (1985, p.80) focus group interviewing is one of the 

prime marketing research tools for gaining an understanding of consumers thoughts and 
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feelings.  Subsequently the results of these interviews are used to provide the foundation for 

more formal research in the development of survey instruments for prospective consumers. 

To this end the researcher will initially use focus group research to ascertain the views of 

current consumers (parents of enrolled students.)   

In order to insure objectivity, a professor of psychology from a local community 

college will serve as group leader in focus group discussions.  As a professor of psychology, 

the focus group leader brings validity in the understanding of group dynamics and human 

behavior.  Focus groups will consist of up to three groups of approximately ten to twelve 

parents each of whom will be thoroughly briefed about the research objectives before the 

sessions start.  Questions will be open-ended to allow for flexibility and will center on the 

reasons current consumers (parents of currently enrolled children) have chosen a Roman 

Catholic education for their children, their current satisfaction level and the tipping point that 

influenced the purchase decision.   

The results of this initial research step will be used to guide the development of a 

more formal survey instrument to be administered to a selected external target market.  Using 

the resultant variables from the initial focus group research a carefully prepared Likert Scale 

Survey will be mailed to a selected group of potential consumers. This group will be selected 

by what the research suggests regarding the elementary school purchase decision.  The 

“research suggests that in the majority of cases the decision as to where a child is going to 

elementary school is made by the time the child is three and one-half years of age" (Burke, 

1991, p.2). The target audience for this research study, therefore, will be the families of five 

local parishes whose population of school age children are potential students of SJAS. More 

specifically, the survey will be administered to those families who have had children baptized 
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within in the last five years at five local feeder churches including the three Catholic 

Churches of St. Michael, St. Henry and St. Jude the Apostle and the two Christian Churches 

of St. Timothy Lutheran and Third Presbyterian Church.  This target population will insure 

recruitment efforts that include families who are Roman Catholic and those of other Christian 

denominations who are not Roman Catholic. 

The results of these two surveys of current and potential consumers will be merged 

and further segmented using a CHAID (Chi-square Automatic Interaction Detector) to 

ascertain what characteristics or variables are most important to the respondents thus 

allowing for consumer profiling of potential consumers and the identification of a qualified 

available market. Subsequent characteristics will be rank ordered for graphic design.  Once 

the variables are identified, a market offer will be designed and developed based on the 

identified research variables and a media mix will be developed and implemented in the 

demographic area of the targeted qualified available market to communicate correspondingly 

favorable images to current and prospective parent-consumers.  The media mix will consist 

of print and electronic communications such as brochures, newspaper advertisements, direct 

mailers, billboards, radio advertisements, radio audio streaming via computer technology and 

technology via web creation and e-mmercials. These will saturate the market for a period of 

two months with an initial burst on the market followed by two smaller bursts.  Subsequent 

to the end of the marketing campaign an open house will be held at SJAS. 

The evaluation of the success or failure of the research and subsequent marketing 

campaign will be determined by the number of inquiries that are made in the period during 

and following the campaign, how many consumers from the target qualified available market 

made inquiries, how many attended a school-wide open house and how many registered to 
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attend SJAS. This data will be compared to similar registration data from the previous year.  

A reach and frequency analysis will also be conducted to determine best media distribution 

that will attempt to satisfy the reach and frequency target within a marketing budget.   

Additionally, as a final step, those potential consumers who inquired and chose not to 

register at SJAS will be surveyed subsequent to the registration period by personal contact to 

ascertain the various reasons these potential consumers did not choose to register at SJAS.  

Data gleaned can be used to adjust and assist future marketing campaigns. 

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions 

 

 All research participants including focus group participants and those in the target 

qualified available market will be informed of the goals and objectives of the research study.  

Participation will be voluntary based on the declaration of the purpose of the study by the 

researcher.  Each participant will be furnished with a summative copy of the results of the 

research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                                                                                                      Marketing 99     

Chapter 4: Results and Analysis 

 The purpose of this mixed methods research study is to determine the effects of a 

strategic marketing plan on the enrollment efforts of a parochial school. A series of data 

collection methods were used to gather the responses of parents of children enrolling in 

parochial schools. Their responses for each step were used for the next phase of the study. 

This chapter presents the detailed procedures and the results from the responses of parents 

used to represent the target population for this study. In particular, this analysis chapter will 

address the following research questions through qualitative and quantitative methods: 

1. What are the components of a well done comprehensive marketing plan? 

2. To what extent does a comprehensive marketing plan influence the perceptions and 

attitudes of perspective parents? 

3. To what extent does a comprehensive marketing plan influence the enrollment of a 

parochial school? 

4. To what extent do individual components of a comprehensive marketing plan affect 

enrollment in a parochial school? 

 As observed from the research questions posed for this research study, the main goal 

is to explore the critical components of a comprehensive marketing plan that will influence 

the perception and attitudes of parents and their decision to enroll their child in a parochial 

school. In order to do this, a focus group discussion was conducted to explore the perception 

of three different groups of parents who have children enrolled in St. Jude the Apostle School 

(SJAS). The information gathered from this analysis was used to develop the Likert-type 

survey questionnaire sent to prospective customers. 
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Focus Group Discussions 

 Three groups of parents of children enrolled in SJAS were asked to participate in the 

focus group sessions. (Appendix B)  The focus group sessions were conducted in three 

different days from November 18 to 20, 2009. Four questions were asked in each of the three 

focus group sessions. These questions involved the following:  

1. What are the reasons you chose to send your child/children to a catholic school? 

2. How/Where did you first hear about St. Jude the Apostle School? 

3. Did you consider other schools?  If so, what was the “tipping point” or defining 

moment that made you choose St. Jude the Apostle School? 

4. What are the things that you value most about the choice you made to send your 

children to St. Jude the Apostle School? (justification of the purchase decision) 

 The responses of the participants were analyzed through qualitative data analysis 

methods. The results of the focus group sessions highlighted a number of factors common to 

the three sessions. (Appendix C)  Fifteen important factors were isolated for the Likert-scale 

survey questionnaire developed. (Appendix D) This survey questionnaire was used in the 

second phase of analysis wherein prospective consumers were surveyed to determine the 

relative importance of the factors listed on the decision to choose an educational setting for 

their child’s elementary education. The list of factors is presented in Table 1.  

 

 

 

 



                                                                                                                      Marketing 101     

Table 1 

Factors Identified from the Focus Group Sessions 

Factor Commonality 

Faith Based Education  

Academic Excellence  

Safe Nurturing Environment  

Leadership – Administration  

Credentialed Teachers  

Discipline  

Financial Assistance (Affordability)  

 Friendly Family Atmosphere  

Individual Attention to Students  

After School Program  

Family History in Catholic Schools  

Cleanliness of Facility  

Tradition  

Poor Quality Public Schools  

General Reputation   

 A total of 132 participants were surveyed using the developed survey questionnaire. 

A five-point Likert-type scale was used to assess the importance of the factors identified in 

choosing an educational setting for the child’s elementary education for prospective 

consumers wherein 1 denotes very important, 2 denotes important, 3 as moderately 

important, 4 as of little importance and 5 as unimportant. The summary of participants’ 
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responses is presented in Table 2. It can be observed that the most important factor for 

prospective consumers is a safe nurturing environment (Mean = 1.52, SD = 1.25) while the 

least importance among the factors presented is the family history in Catholic schools (Mean 

= 2.78, SD = 1.36).  

Table 2 

Summary Statistics of Factor Importance to Prospective Consumers (N = 132) 

  

Likert-Scale Response 

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 

Faith Based Education 70 36 21 4 1 1.98 1.22 

Academic Excellence 114 13 3 1 1 1.57 1.24 

Safe Nurturing Environment 120 9 1 1 1 1.52 1.25 

Leadership – Administration 100 22 8 2 0 1.76 1.19 

Credentialed Teachers 97 30 5 0 0 1.63 1.14 

Discipline 68 52 11 1 0 1.88 1.13 

Financial Assistance (Affordability) 49 45 26 7 5 2.25 1.21 

Friendly Family Atmosphere 85 42 3 2 0 1.75 1.13 

Individual Attention to Students 105 25 2 0 0 1.59 1.16 

After School Program 43 30 27 21 11 2.71 1.38 

Family History in Catholic Schools 37 34 28 18 15 2.78 1.36 

Cleanliness of Facility 78 47 6 1 0 1.76 1.11 

Tradition 47 44 26 10 5 2.41 1.28 

Poor Quality Public Schools 44 36 25 15 12 2.52 1.39 

General Reputation 75 48 9 0 0 1.87 1.14 
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  A CHAID analysis considering the work classification of parents was considered to 

determine the customer profile in terms of what single most factor was significantly 

important for these parents in choosing a school for their child. All factors were tested to 

determine its significance across parents who have different working classification. It was 

determined that the most important factor identified by both groups was a faith-based 

education. Parents who have worked in professional occupations and those who have worked 

in construction and production have commonly identified faith-based education as an 

important consideration when choosing schools for their children. This would become the 

focal point for the marketing campaign and would serve a two-fold purpose of consumer 

profile and graphic design.  The result of the CHAID analysis is presented in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1. CHAID  
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The remaining variables were rank ordered to yield the most important secondary 

characteristics, providing supportive tenets for advertising.  These items were utilized for the 

graphic design of marketing materials.   

From the results of the CHAID analysis and the rank ordering of secondary variables; 

characteristics most important to the respondents were identified. This allowed for consumer 

profiling of potential consumers and the identification of a qualified available market. The 

findings from the CHAID analysis and the subsequent ranking of supporting characteristics 

were used to develop the marketing campaign implemented to increase the number of 

enrollees for the next school year. The primary consideration of consumers in choosing a 

school for their children is the faith-based education regardless of the work classification of 

parents. Thus, in the development of a marketing plan, faith-based education was primarily 

highlighted as the focal graphic of marketing materials to attract consumers. 

Utilizing results of the preliminary marketing research, the writer engaged with four 

professionals in the field of advertising, marketing and technology for the preparation and 

subsequent production of marketing materials to include the rank ordered tenets in each 

segment of marketing production.  

 Fifteen modes of communication were identified to determine how prospective 

participants have learned about the open house or to inquire about the activities that 

showcase the school. The modes of communication were: newly executed brochures, posters, 

radio spots, full radio advertisement, billboard creation, newspaper advertisements in four 

regional newspapers, two regional magazines and web-page design. Within the campaign and 

creation of marketing materials, all factors of parental importance, as gleaned from parental 

surveys, were integrated at various levels. The primary campaign was detailed as follows:  
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1.  The elementary principal delivered an address on the school and its’ offerings to 

the congregations of five local churches with four services each weekend for a period of five 

weeks.  This effort equaled 20 different addresses over a five-week period.   

2. The elementary principal delivered an address on the school and its’ offerings to 

the local Chamber of Commerce and local Kiwanis branches respectively in order to reach 

possible parents as well as business and community support for the school. 

3.  Seven billboard locations were considered for placement with five selected for the 

campaign. Five billboards were designed and elevated within a ten-mile radius of the school 

before and during the enrollment period.  Billboard one had a total traffic flow of 7,800 cars 

per month and was illuminated at night;  Billboard two was in a traffic flow pattern of 11,700 

cars and was not illuminated at night; Billboard three trafficked 4,600 cars with night 

illumination and Billboard four was in a traffic flow of 11,800 cars with night illumination 

and the final Billboard was in a traffic location passing 16,700 drivers. Sponsors were 

solicited from local business to underwrite the expense. (Appendix E)  

 3. Advertisements delineating the upcoming Open House were designed and placed in 

four regional newspapers.  The newspapers included two regional secular newspapers; one 

Catholic Diocesan newspaper and one local penny-saver.  The advertisements were placed in 

these venues prior to the Open House. (Appendix F) 

 4. 193 radio spots were aired on three radio stations through Clear Channel Radio.  

Air time was carefully selected from 6:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m. The carefully selected time frame 

was designed to reach a broad audience of listeners.  The time  selected spanned the hours 

potential customers were engaged in drive time to and from  work;  prime day time for 

mothers who do not work and potential parents who are generally  in the workplace during 
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those hours.  Radio WGY comprises over 100,000 listeners per week with WTRY heralding 

70,000 listeners per week while the third choice, WRVE yielded 90,000 listeners per week. 

At least one channel is referenced as the “soccer mom” station providing a pool of young 

parent listeners.  Additionally, research into listening preferences, indicate that 20% of the 

adult population audio streams each day while in the workplace.  Therefore audio streaming 

was included in more than half the commercials allowing for workplace computer listening.  

Both AM and FM channels were utilized. Radio spots included short “sponsored by” items at 

the traffic report to full commercials outlining the school, its’ offerings and the date and time 

of the school open house.  (Appendix G) 

 5. The school brochure was re-designed from a simple tri-fold to an eight-page full 

color item featuring a graphic of child silhouetted over the face of Christ to characterize the 

number one survey choice for parents of a faith-based education.  Additional categories, 

pictures and features highlighted within the brochure, delineated parental survey results.   

 From a span of five months of campaign, a total of 74 prospective consumers 

inquired by telephone wherein 59 prospective consumers attended the open house and 34 

newly registered during or directly after the marketing campaign and culminating open 

house.  Thus, this implies that approximately 80% of those who inquired continued to 

attending the open house while 46% considered enrolling their children to the school. Table 3 

provides the hits for each mode of communication. The most common type of 

communication is the talk at church (n = 40, 67.80%), followed by billboards (n = 34, 

57.63%) and The Advertiser newspaper (n = 33, 55.93%), while no parent has known the 

school and the open house event through Capital Region Magazine and Metro Land.  
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Table 3 

Modes of Advertising 

  n % 

Billboard 34 57.63% 

Radio 19 32.20% 

Audio Stream 8 13.56% 

Posters 17 28.81% 

Web Page 14 23.73% 

Times Union 2 3.39% 

Troy Record 13 22.03% 

Advertiser 33 55.93% 

Evangelist 1 1.69% 

Capital Region Magazine 0 0.00% 

Metro Land 0 0.00% 

Talk at Church 40 67.80% 

Word of Mouth 28 47.46% 

Church Bulletin 19 32.20% 

Direct Mailer 20 33.90% 

 In order to assess which mode of communication or advertising is most effective in 

informing prospective consumers about the school and its activities, a cost-benefit analysis 

was conducted with regards to the cost of each mode of communication and the number of 

hits gathered from the responses of participants. It can be observed in Table 4 that a total of 
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$11,177 was spent for the campaign to increase enrolments from school year 2009-2010 to 

2010-2011. The highest cost was spent on billboards ($2943) while there were also some 

modes of communication which were free. The free advertising came from web pages; talk at 

church, and word of mouth.  

In conducting cost-benefit analysis, the ratio of the number of hits against the dollar-

spent for advertising was computed. Because there were no costs to the school associated 

with web page, talk at church and word of mouth while gathering 11, 40 and 28 hits 

respectively, this was deemed to the most cost-efficient means to market the school. The web 

page is hosted on a diocesan domain without charge to respective schools. On the other hand, 

with regards to those modes of communication which incur cost, the most cost-efficient was 

Church Bulletin (Ratio = .27). The analysis also showed that placing marketing campaigns in 

Capital Region Living Magazine and Metro Land Magazine were ineffective because no hits 

were gathered for these modes of communications.  

Subsequent to the enrollment period, a telephone survey was conducted to ascertain 

why 14 visitors to St. Jude the Apostle School during the open house did not register their 

children at St. Jude.  Telephone calls were place to all 14 visitors with only 9 participating in 

the interview process. The other 5 visitors were not able to be reached and did not return 

phone messages on their answering devices.  Of the 9 participants reviewed, 4 stated that 

transportation issues were present.  The applicants lived beyond the 15 mile radius to receive 

transportation services from the local public school district.  Of the 5 remaining visitors, each 

stated that financial issues would prevent enrollment at this time.  These 5 prospective 

consumers were referred to the diocesan school office for financial assistance.  Enrollment is 

still pending. 
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Table 4 

Cost-Benefit Analysis for Marketing Campaign 

  Amount # of Hits % of Total Budget # of Hits/$ Spent 

Billboard  $   2,943.00  34 26.33% 0.012 

Radio  $      880.00  19 7.87% 0.022 

Audio Stream  $      440.00  8 3.94% 0.018 

Posters  $      278.00  17 2.49% 0.061 

Web Page  No Cost  11   

Times Union Newspaper  $      967.00  2 8.65% 0.002 

Troy Record Newspaper  $   1,428.00  13 12.78% 0.009 

Advertiser Newspaper  $   1,367.00  33 12.23% 0.024 

Evangelist Newspaper  $      583.00  1 5.22% 0.002 

Capital Region Living 

Magazine  $      793.00  0 7.09% 0.000 

Metro Land Magazine  $      490.00  0 4.38% 0.000 

Talk at Church  No Cost  40   

Word of Mouth  No Cost  28   

Church Bulletin  $        67.00  18 0.60% 0.269 

Direct Mailer     

Troy Record Front Page 

Banner  $      941.00  0 8.42% 0.000 

Total  $ 11,177.00    100.00%   
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 As a whole, it could be observed from Table 5 that the total enrolled students from 

Kindergarten to Grade 6 increased by 33 students from school year 2009 to 2010. This 

presents an increase of approximately 24% of the total enrolled students. On the other hand, 

on a yearly basis, it could also be observed that the new enrollment of kindergarten has 

increased by 13, from 26 to 39 students in 2010. This presents a 50% increase in the number 

of enrolled students in the kindergarten level. As for those in the 1
st
 grade, there is one 

additional enrolment because the 24 students enrolled in 2009 for the 1
st
 grade is increased to 

25 students for the 2
nd

 grade in 2010. Increases in student enrollment were also observed for 

succeeding grade levels. Thus, it could be concluded through this analysis that the marketing 

campaign developed for SJAS is effective in increasing registration of students.  

Table 5 

Student Registration in School Years 2009 and 2010 

  2009 2010 

Kindergarten 26 39 

1st 24 27 

2nd 21 25 

3rd 16 25 

4th 18 18 

5th 18 20 

6th 16 18 

Total 139 172 
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Chapter Five: Discussion, Implications and Recommendations 

 

Overview of the Study 

This mixed methods study was designed to investigate the effects of a strategic 

marketing plan on the enrollment efforts of a Roman Catholic school located in a small, rural 

community in New York State.  St. Jude the Apostle School serving grades K-6 is the parish 

elementary school of St. Jude the Apostle Church.  Established in 1953, three years after the 

establishment of the parish, St. Jude School has a venerable tradition of providing high 

quality Roman Catholic education to the children of families living in the North Greenbush 

area of Renssalaer County of upstate New York.  At the time of the school’s inception, 

enrollment in Roman Catholic schools was soaring across the United States.  School staffing 

primarily by members of religious orders contained costs related to salaries and benefits and 

by extension kept school tuitions low.  Indeed tuition at St. Jude was originally free to parish 

families with the understanding that Sunday contributions covered the costs of the school. 

By the 1990s, secular staff members predominated with concurrent increases in 

expenses and a dramatic increase in the cost of school tuition.  For parents accustomed to low 

or no school tuition costs, the upsurge in costs were not welcome and each tuition hike was 

met with a substantial degree of resistance, ultimately resulting in declining enrollment.  

Information compiled by the Basic Educational Data Systems Report of the New York State 

Education Department and the Annual Statistical Report of the Roman Catholic Diocese of 

Albany revealed a 33% downward trend in enrollment for St. Jude the Apostle from 200 

students in 1985 to 120 students in 2008.  
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The present study is part of a long-range planning process launched by the RCDA in 

2006 and involving all areas of Church activities.  Implementation of the plans derived from 

the planning process began in 2009 and will continue through 2014.  Decisions made by the 

Office of the Superintendent of Schools and The Albany Diocesan School Board make the 

next three years a crucial period for St. Jude the Apostle School.  All schools are required to 

have a minimum enrollment of 25 students per grade within the next three years when they 

will be evaluated for future viability.  Furthermore, the St. Jude local school board supports 

this goal. Full capacity is defined as 175 students composed of a maximum class size of 25 

students per grade in each grade K through 6. 

Placed in broad perspective, the enrollment issues facing St. Jude the Apostle School 

are part of a larger trend in declining Roman Catholic school enrollments that has been 

sweeping the country over the last four decades.  Roman Catholic education in the United 

States flourished from 1884 to the 1960s, driven initially by anti-Catholic sentiment but later 

bolstered by the country’s burgeoning Catholic population (Hunt, 2005).  The foundation of 

modern American Catholic education was established in 1884 when the Third Plenary 

Council convened in Baltimore in 1884.  The assembly of bishops directed parishes to build 

and support Roman Catholic schools within their communities and declared that Roman 

Catholic families should send their children to those schools as opposed to “Protestant” or 

secular public schools (Pastelis, 2003). 

By the mid-20
th

 century, Catholic parochial schools were thriving even in comparison 

to their secular counterparts.  Between 1940 and 1959, capturing the first wave of the baby 

boom generation, public school enrollments increased by 38% while Catholic school 

enrollments soared by 118% (Hunt, 2005).  Catholic school enrollments reached a peak 
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during the 1965-1966 school year with more than 5.6 million students or 12% of all K-12 

students across the U.S. 

Hunt (2005) ascribes the beginning of the reversal of the upward trend to the meeting 

of the Second Vatican Council in the fall of 1962.  Vatican II gave rise to a reform movement 

which advocated replacing clergy with lay professionals as principals, the establishment of 

Roman Catholic school boards with lay representation and "governance that emphasized 

professional, not pastoral, competence" (Hunt, 2005, p.167).  With parish priests no longer 

school leaders, church funds were supplanted by tuition payments as the mainstay of school 

support.  Escalating tuition costs were met with declining enrollments. 

With many Roman Catholic parents unable or unwilling to meet the higher tuition 

costs, the American Church hierarchy responded in 1972 by issuing the pastoral letter "To 

Teach as Jesus Did."  While reaffirming the religious ministry of Roman Catholic schools, 

the document realistically recognized that the present conditions precluded the ability of 

every parish to operate a school and of parents to send their children to Catholic schools.  

Concurrently, the professionalization of Catholic school teaching staff further accelerated.  

By 1981, lay teachers comprised more than three-quarters of teaching faculty and Roman 

Catholic schools began to more closely resemble secular public schools.  In the decade from 

1972 to 1982, Roman Catholic school enrollment declined by another one million to just 

three million students (Hunt 2005).  

During the 1980s and into the 1990s, there was some evidence of an upward trend.  A 

driving force in this reversal was the dissemination of findings from studies by prominent 

educational researchers suggesting that attendance at Roman Catholic schools bestows 

students with an advantage in terms of such key outcomes as high school graduation, college 
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attendance, and graduation, and higher earnings resulting from formal education (Hunt 

2005).  Over the 1990s, Catholic school enrollment increased by 3.8%, however, the 

proportion of all K-12 students attending Catholic schools declined from 6.3% to 5.6 % 

(Hunt, 2005, p.169). 

From the standpoint of marketing, the modest increases in Catholic school 

enrollments do not offset overall losses in market share, which persist into the present (Gray 

& Gautier, 2006).  Educational marketing is a fairly recent phenomenon, fueled by the school 

choice movements in the United Kingdom and the United States.  Much of the scholarly 

literature comes from the U.K. following the enactment of parental choice legislation in 1988 

(Davies & Ellison, 1997).  In the U.S., the bulk of the educational marketing literature is 

focused on public education and is tailored more toward gaining community support than 

increasing consumer demand (Carroll & Carroll, 1994; Hanson, 1992; Hanson & Walter, 

1992).  Overall, the field of educational marketing is still in a fledgling state.  Ironically, 

Roman Catholic school marketing actually predates the marketing efforts undertaken in 

response to national education reforms.  However, there is a tremendous gap between the 

rhetoric of “strategic marketing” and the actual use of sophisticated marketing tools and 

techniques (Burke, 2000). 

For example, during the 1990s, the National Catholic Education Association launched 

a "National Marketing Campaign for Roman Catholic Schools.”  At the national level, this 

effort involved selling a marketing campaign kit to local schools.  The kit consisted of 

sample news releases and advertisements updated annually, along with promotional items 

such as logo-bearing t-shirts, posters, and bumper stickers (Pastelis 2003).  In reality, the 
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NCEA campaign was more of a massive public relations campaign than a foundation for a 

full-fledged marketing program. 

The RCDA School Board and the Superintendent of schools recognized that a 

concerted strategic marketing effort was needed to reverse the downward enrollment trend 

and build the capacity of the schools.  In the spring of 2008, they directed all RCDA schools 

to embark on a strategic planning process beginning with an assessment of each school’s 

most critical needs. The five areas of the planning process were: Roman Catholic identity, 

educational program, enrollment, finance and facilities.  Under section three, enrollment, the 

St. Jude the Apostle planning committee identified the need to increase enrollment as its top 

priority.  Goal 3 states: “St. Jude the Apostle School administration and board shall explore, 

study and establish successful strategies for improving recruitment efforts for St. Jude 

School.” (SJAS, 2006)  

This study was designed to address the issues identified by the planning committee 

and embedded in Goal 3.  Theoretically and pragmatically, the underlying premise is that 

there exists an urgent need for marketing programs that can effectively help Roman Catholic 

primary schools address negative trends in student enrollment and retention.  The existing 

educational marketing research provides scant empirical evidence on the effectiveness of 

school marketing programs.  Consequently, the framework for this study was drawn from the 

general marketing literature, which outlines five basic concepts underlying the marketing 

function: 1) understanding the needs/desires of current and potential consumers, 2) 

developing offerings that satisfy consumer needs and preferences, 3) creating informative 

and persuasive communication channels between the organization and the consumer, 4) 
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ensuring that the offering is brokered at a fair and best price, and 5) sustaining consumer 

satisfaction. 

In order for these five interrelated functions to be successful, marketing must be 

accepted at two levels: as an overall organizational philosophy and as a functional tool.  As 

an organizational philosophy it is essential to have the full support of all internal school 

stakeholders, including the principal, school board, finance board, faculty and staff.  As a 

functional tool, it is vital that marketing is recognized as a managerial strategy with specific 

attention to consumer satisfaction, product, and price. 

A fusion of best practices derived from the marketing literature were included in this 

mixed methods study with the overall aim of enhancing the impact of St. Jude the Apostle 

School in the marketplace; generating awareness of the name St. Jude the Apostle School, its 

course and activity offerings and unique features that may stimulate potential client interest 

and action; and helping position St. Jude the Apostle School in the minds of current and 

potential school families.   

Discussion of Findings 

 

Research Question 1: What are the components of a well designed 

comprehensive marketing plan?  A mixed methods design was utilized to allow the 

researcher to begin with a qualitative component in order to illuminate the topic from the 

perspective of the families who comprise the target audience for the strategic marketing plan.  

Concentrated marketing, a form of differentiated marketing was selected as the most 

appropriate strategy for educational marketing directed toward current and prospective 

consumers of parochial school education. 
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Sander’s (2005) analysis of influences on the school choice decisions of parents to 

send their children to Roman Catholic schools served as a foundation for the strategic design.  

According to Sander, there are two main channels of research into the factors underlying 

parents’ decisions to choose Roman Catholic parochial schools.  One line of research focuses 

on sociodemographic influences on school choice decisions.  The second channel involves 

directly querying parents on what they consider important features of their children’s 

educational experience and the extent that Roman Catholic schools satisfy their preferences.  

The project unfolded in phases beginning with a preliminary analysis of the region and the 

demographics of the prospective consumer pool for the St. Jude the Apostle School strategic 

marketing plan. 

St. Jude the Apostle School is located in a primarily middle class community.  

Understanding possible sociodemographic influences on the decision of families to enroll 

their children in St. Jude, entails constructing a portrait of the landscape surrounding St. Jude 

the Apostle parish.  As a result of the planning processes, 33 worship sites have closed or 

will close by the end of 2014, including one church within the planning group where St. Jude 

the Apostle is located.  This leaves two feeder parishes in the immediate vicinity of the 

school and two additional feeder parishes in the near vicinity for a total of three feeder 

parishes for targeting recruiting efforts for St. Jude the Apostle enrollments. 

Preliminary exploration based on approximately 180 baptisms in the three parishes 

revealed that St. Jude attained roughly a 10% market share of potential consumers, falling 

short of the 14% needed to reach full capacity of student enrollment.  Population trends for 

the Town of North Greenbush where St. Jude is located suggest that the town represents a 

rich source of potential consumers.  Historically a rural farming area, the region has evolved 
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into a flourishing suburb attracting young professional families.  According to recent census 

data, North Greenbush has a population of about 11,000 residents comprising 4,200 

households of which 30% have children of elementary school age.  This means about 1,200 

children available for elementary school enrollment.  Additionally, there is evidence that for 

most families, the decision of where to enroll the child for primary school is made when the 

school is still nursery school age (Burke, 1991).  In fact, it has been suggested that marketing 

programs for Catholic primary schools should be directed toward local preschools and day 

care centers serving children under the age of 4 (McCarthy, 2003).  This further expands the 

pool of potential consumers of St. Jude the Apostle School. 

Employment data for the residents of North Greenbush show that roughly 80% of 

working residents are employed in professional occupations including management positions, 

health care, education, social services, real estate, finance and government services as well as 

those who are self-employed in service industries such as hospitality and retail.  The 

remaining 20% of the working population is employed in construction or production 

occupations.  The average income per family is approximately $78,000 per year. 

Therefore, the preliminary analysis disclosed a middle class and upper middle class 

population theoretically could afford parochial school tuition but who also have the option of 

sending their children to public school in the highly competitive Wynantskill Union Free 

School District (WUFSD), a small suburban school district known for high academic 

excellence and achievement.  Thus within the dual arenas of the RCDA school system and 

the WUFSD St. Jude the Apostle School must provide educational services, compete for the 

same school population, demonstrate high competitive academic performance, and meet the 
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demands of parents who are professionally sophisticated and educationally discriminating 

consumers.          

  For the families who have elected to send their children to St. Jude the Apostle 

School or may consider doing so in the future, successful marketing is most likely to hinge 

on communications persuading those families that sending their children to St. Jude will 

provide them with a positive return on investment.  That is, the added value of sending their 

children to a school with features consistent with their personal preferences will justify the 

cost of parochial school tuition.  Academically, St. Jude meets criteria for a high performing 

school staffed with highly qualified and committed teachers.  According to the yearly 

Comprehensive Assessment Report from NYSED, the overwhelming majority of St. Jude 

students (90% to 95%) consistently meet or surpass the NYSED Commissioners required 

Regulations of NYS Learning Standards on English Language Arts and Mathematics.  The 

high academic performance can be attributed to a fully credentialed and experienced teaching 

staff.  The teachers represent a dedicated group of professionals with an average of 20 years 

of experience.  In addition to longevity, 80% of the faculty members have permanent NYS 

teaching certification and 90% have earned an advanced degree beyond the initial Bachelor’s 

level with an additional percentage earning more than one Master’s Degree. 

Although St. Jude’s high academic standards and the credentials of the faculty 

surpass even most competitive public schools, in an area where most parents demand 

academic excellence of their schools, academic features alone are unlikely to persuade 

parents that a tuition based school is a worthwhile investment over the WUFSD public 

schools.  Effective marketing entails having a clear picture of the attributes that make the 
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choice of a Roman Catholic school, in this case, St. Jude the Apostle School, attractive to 

local families. 

Focus group interviewing is one of the foremost consumer marketing research 

techniques for gaining insight into consumers’ thoughts and perceptions (Kottler & Fox, 

1985).  Conducting focus groups with parents of children currently attending St. Jude the 

Apostle School was deemed an essential prerequisite for a successful strategic marketing 

plan.  Three groups of parents attended three separate focus group sessions.  Each group was 

asked a series of four questions concerning their reasons for sending their child or children to 

a Catholic school, how or where they first heard about St. Jude the Apostle School, whether 

they considered sending their children to other schools and if so, what was the defining 

moment that made them opt for St. Jude, and finally and most importantly as a selling point 

for the school, the justification for the purchase decision, namely what are the features they 

value most about their decision to send their children to St. Jude. 

Analysis of the focus group material highlighted several factors that were common 

among the three groups of parents.  A total of 15 important factors were identified for 

inclusion in a survey questionnaire utilized in the second phase of the analysis.  These 15 

factors were as follows: Faith Based Education, Academic Excellence, Safe and Nurturing 

Environment, Leadership/Administration, Credentialed Teachers, Discipline, Financial 

Assistance (Affordability), Friendly Family Atmosphere, Individual Attention to Students, 

After School Program, Family History in Catholic Schools, Cleanliness of Facility, Tradition, 

Poor Quality Public Schools, and General Reputation.  The 15-item questionnaire was scored 

on a 5-point Likert-type scale with responses ranging from very important to unimportant.  A 
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total of 132 parents responded to the survey thus representing the second phase of the 

educational consumer marketing project. 

Having their children educated in a safe, nurturing environment emerged as the most 

important factor for the parents responding to the consumer survey. Strong academic 

excellence emerged as another important factor.  The least important factor was a family 

history in Catholic schools.  From a consumer perspective the relative unimportance of this 

factor bodes positive for strategic marketing because it underscores the potential of reaching 

out to families who might be unfamiliar with Catholic schools but might be persuaded by 

specific attributes of the school, its philosophy, and the educational environment. 

The next step in the process involved the use of a CHAID analysis which enables 

marketers to concentrate their efforts on the groups most likely to purchase a particular 

product or service.  A CHAID analysis based on the occupational classification of the parents 

was used to discern the consumer profile in terms of what factors are significantly important 

for groups of parents in choosing the school for their child.  All of the factors were tested to 

determine their significance across parents with different occupational classifications.  Faith-

based education emerged as the most important factor for parents working in both 

professional and construction and production sectors.  Therefore, faith-based education was 

highlighted as the foremost attribute of the school in developing the strategic marketing 

campaign to attract prospective consumers for St. Jude the Apostle School. 

 

Research Question 2: To what extent does a comprehensive marketing plan 

influence the perceptions and attitudes of prospective parents?  After conducting the 

qualitative and quantitative analyses to determine how best to frame the value to parents of 
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sending their children to St. Jude the Apostle School, the next stage in the process was 

deciding what modes of communication to use for the marketing campaign.  A media mix 

was designed and developed  aimed at the target groups of consumers and consisting of an 

array of print and electronic communications such as brochures, newspaper advertisements, 

direct mailers, billboards, radio advertisements, radio audio streaming via computer 

technology and technology via web creation and e-mmercials. These advertisements 

saturated the market for a period of two months with an initial burst on the market followed 

by two smaller bursts.  After the end of the marketing campaign, an open house was held at 

St Jude the Apostle School. 

The extent of success of the strategic marketing plan and campaign is determined by 

the number of inquiries made in the period during and following the campaign, how many 

consumers from the target available market made inquiries, how many attended the school-

wide open house and how many registered to attend St. Jude the Apostle School.  Based on 

the findings of the focus group interviews and subsequent survey, the assumption is that 

parents who were attracted to the school were drawn by the prospect of providing their 

children with a faith-based education, which was emphasized in the advertising campaign, as 

well as other selling points of the school such as a safe, nurturing environment and 

commitment to academic excellence, which were given high precedence by the respondents.  

Given the design of the study, the campaign’s influence on the attitudes and perceptions of 

prospective parents is assessed in terms of what mode of communication was most effective 

in drawing them to the school’s open house or inquiring about the activities that showcase 

the school. 
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A total of 15 modes of communication acquainted prospective consumers with St. 

Jude the Apostle School.  These included billboards, radio, audio streams, posters, web 

pages, newspapers, the Advertiser local penny saver, talk at church, word of mouth, and 

direct mail.  Over a span of five months of campaign marketing, a total of 74 prospective 

consumers inquired while 59 attended the open house and 34 newly registered their children 

for enrollment.  Thus, this implies that 80% of those who inquired went on to attend the open 

house while 46% considered enrolling their children in the school.  The most common form 

of communication was the talk at church, cited by more than two-thirds (67.8%) of 

prospective consumers, followed by billboards (57.63%) and The Advertiser newspaper 

(55.93%).  None of the parents became acquainted with the school and the open house event 

through Capital Region Magazine or Metro Land Magazine. 

A cost-benefit analysis was conducted to determine which modes of communication 

or advertising were most effective in informing potential consumers about the school and its 

activities in terms of the cost of each mode of communication and the number of hits 

gathered from the responses of participants.  The full campaign to increase enrollments from 

the school year 2009-2010 to 2010-2011 cost $11,177.  The billboard campaign incurred the 

highest cost ($2,943) while some modes of communication were free, specifically the web 

pages, talk at church, and word of mouth.  The web pages garnered 11, 40, and 28 hits, 

respectively, and with no expenses, these were the most cost-efficient channels for marketing 

the school.  Among the modes of communication involving expenditures, the Church 

Bulletin emerged as the most cost-efficient.  Three print media, Capital Region Living 

Magazine, Metro Land Magazine, and the Troy Record Front Page Banner were all 

ineffective in gathering hits. 
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Research Question 3: To what extent does a comprehensive marketing plan 

influence the enrollment of a parochial school?  The total number of enrolled students 

from kindergarten to grade 6 increased by 33 students from fall 2009 to fall 2010, 

representing an increase of approximately 24%.  Broken down by grade level, different 

patterns are found for each grade.  For the kindergarten class, new enrollments increased by 

13, from 26 students to 39, for an increase of 50%.  Among the 1
st
 grade students there was 

only an increase of one student as the 24 students attending 1
st
 grade in 2009 increased to 25 

students attending 1
st
 grade in 2010.  Small increases in enrollment were observed for each 

successive grade level. 

Based on these figures, the strategic marketing program effectively increased the 

registration of students at St. Jude the Apostle School.  The number of new enrollments in the 

kindergarten class is especially promising.  Parents are much more likely to continue with a 

school they find satisfactory than they are to transfer their children to another school.  Given 

the high quality of the public schools in the area, even those parents who might prefer that 

their children have a faith-based education may be reluctant to transfer children who are 

doing well at their present school.  At the same time, these families may have younger 

children of preschool or toddler age.  Therefore, continuing marketing efforts may persuade 

them to look into St. Jude the Apostle School for younger family members. 

 

Research Question 4: To what extent do individual components of a 

comprehensive marketing plan affect enrollment in a parochial school?  By definition, a 

comprehensive marketing plan involves a synthesis of elements that have been proven to be 
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effective in a strategic marketing campaign.  Focus groups are virtually indispensable in 

drawing up an effective strategic marketing campaign.  The survey derived from the focus 

group interviews enabled the researcher to reach a large audience beyond the scope of 

qualitative research in order to discern the features of a school environment they most 

preferred for their children.  Of particular importance, the CHAID analysis revealed that 

regardless of the parents’ occupation status, the most important feature they desired for their 

child’s primary school was faith-based education.  This information provided an important 

selling point that uniquely distinguishes St. Jude the Apostle School from the WUFSD 

schools which share with St. Jude a commitment to academic excellence. 

As a pioneer marketing effort, the advertising campaign relied on an extensive range 

of communication channels.  The assessment of the predominant modes of communication 

that generated interest in St. Jude the Apostle School, inquiries about school activities, 

attendance at the open house, and new school registrations, and the associated cost-benefit 

analysis, elucidated which modes of communication are most effective and cost-efficient in 

achieving the desired goals while eliminating those with negligible return on investment.  

The free modes of communication, the web pages, talk at church, and word of mouth were all 

cost-efficient by definition, with the talk at church being the most effective for attracting 

prospective consumers.  Billboard advertising is the most expensive mode of advertising but 

at the same time, more than half of the prospective consumers were attracted by the 

billboards.  The Church Bulletin was the most cost-efficient of the communication channels 

involving costs but it has a limited reach compared to web advertising and billboards. 

Future marketing campaigns can be targeted more efficiently with the knowledge of 

effective and ineffective modes of communication and advertising.  The individual 
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components of a strategic marketing plan work synergistically to determine the effort’s 

success.  In light of the general marketing literature, all the program components were 

deemed essential to the success of the comprehensive marketing plan for increasing 

enrollments at St. Jude the Apostle School. 

 

Implications 

Educational research marketing is still in a state of infancy.  The school choice 

movement gave rise to the application of terms such as market share and consumer 

marketing to the issue of expanding and retaining school enrollments but there is limited 

empirical research to use as a guide for strategic marketing.  In Strategic Marketing for 

Schools (1997), Davies and Ellison's defined educational marketing as "the means by which 

the school actively communicates and promotes its purposes, values, and products to the 

pupils, parents, staff, and wider community [original emphasis]” (p.vii).  Representative of 

the British literature on the topic, the authors assume that the aims of educational marketing 

are to enhance student recruitment and retention as a means for increasing enrollment.  They 

delve into a vast array of marketing techniques that are applicable to a wide range of settings 

and offer some practical recommendations that are pertinent to school marketing efforts.  

Ultimately, however, the effectiveness of these strategies has not been empirically supported 

in educational settings. 

Empirical studies of educational marketing fall under two classifications: 1) 

assessments of the extent that schools are engaging in marketing activities and programs, and 

2) evaluations of the effectiveness of school marketing efforts.  The number of studies in the 

first category far surpasses those in the second.  This pattern is not surprising given that a 
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major finding from the first line of research, the extent that schools are engaging in 

marketing strategies, is that there is a substantial gap between the rhetorical importance 

awarded to marketing by school leaders and their actually practices.  Oplatka and Hemsley-

Brown (2004), who have conducted extensive research reviews of educational marketing, 

focused primarily on studies from the U.K. where schools are operating in an environment 

far more competitive than the U.S. public schools that are the focus of most American 

educational marketing research.  Yet despite the competitive atmosphere the researchers 

found that most schools were not heavily involved in marketing activities.  Additionally, very 

few of the schools conducted their own market research.  The most widely used segmentation 

basis was household income or ability to pay and consequently, school marketing teams 

focused their efforts on affluent families. 

Other research reported by Oplatka and Hemsley-Brown (2004) showed that schools 

do strive to position themselves by communicating distinctive images to prospective families 

in competitive environments.  The predominant strategies were promotional and public 

relations campaigns conducted via brochures and open house events.  School leaders, faculty, 

and staff displayed minimal involvement in marketing activities.  Oplatka and Hemsley-

Brown commented that strategies recommended in the marketing literature such as “clients’ 

needs-based product development, improvement of the accessibility and availability of the 

school and evaluation of the marketing process” are not used to any great extent by schools 

(p. 384).   

In view of the limited use of best practices in strategic marketing by the schools, it 

should not be surprising that Oplatka and Hemsley-Brown (2004) found few program impact 

evaluation studies of educational marketing.  Highlighting the gap between the rhetoric and 
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practice of marketing by school leaders, the authors described a 1995 study by James and 

Phillips in which a majority of the British principals interviewed believed that their 

marketing program had been effective yet none had conducted a systematic evaluation of 

their program’s impact on bottom line outcomes such as student recruitment and retention.  

When conducted at all, program evaluation is likely to be based on measures such as 

consumer satisfaction, a positive finding but one that does not necessarily translate into 

higher rates of enrollment, especially in terms of long-range outcomes. 

Sander (2005) observed that the question of why parents choose to send their children 

to Catholic schools has been awarded far less attention than issues such as the academic 

achievement of students in Catholic schools.  In this respect, the research on Roman Catholic 

schools parallels the research emphasis for U.S. public schools.  However, the two types of 

schools operate in different environments of accountability and competition.  In a 2000 issue 

of the Roman Catholic School Management Letter, Burke asserted that "Roman Catholic 

school marketing evolved from the early days of this century when educators felt there was 

no need to market their schools, into advertising, then marketing, and now marketing coupled 

with strategic planning" (p.1).  Ironically, while going on to describe and recommend 

specific marketing techniques for Roman Catholic schools, Burke focuses primarily on 

practices that are more aptly described as public relations tools than strategic marketing 

techniques.  Furthermore, he offered no explanation of how these techniques related to 

strategic planning and strategic marketing. 

In short, across educational sectors, there is increasing competition for students with 

concurrent rhetoric of the need for strategic marketing efforts but minimal evidence that such 

strategic efforts are actually being carried out and even less evidence of the extent to which 
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they are successfully achieving their goals.  While limited to a single Roman Catholic school 

in a fairly affluent area of upstate New York, recently transformed from agricultural region to 

thriving suburb, this research project demonstrates that a comprehensive marketing program 

can effectively increase Roman Catholic primary school enrollments.  The marketing strategy 

was carried out in a sequence of stages drawn from the general marketing literature and 

tailored in each subsequent stage to the demographic profiles and identified preferences of 

the target population.  The insights gained from this study can be used to further refine the 

program so that it attracts more families in subsequent years. 

This project can serve as a springboard for future research into Roman Catholic 

school marketing in communities with very different socio-demographic characteristics than 

the site of the present study.  The findings that arose in this study do not automatically 

translate to other settings.  Although faith-based education emerged as the foremost selling 

point of St. Jude the Apostle School for prospective consumers across occupational sectors, 

this may not be the case for parents in other communities.  A notable feature of the area 

served by St. Jude is that the parents are highly discriminating and thus all of the schools are 

committed to high academic standards.  Poor quality public schools, after school programs, 

and financial assistance were among the factors considered less important by prospective 

consumers.  These factors are likely to carry far more importance for Catholic schools 

located in communities serving disadvantaged populations.  Indeed, based on the research 

reporting superior academic outcomes for economically disadvantaged students attending 

Catholic schools, effective marketing in lower income communities might involve reaching 

out to non-Catholic families. 
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The overarching implication of this study is that a well-designed, comprehensive 

strategic marketing program can successfully boost enrollment in Roman Catholic schools.  

School leaders often make the mistake of diving head first into marketing efforts without first 

undertaking needs assessments or other research to determine the preferences of potential 

consumers in relation to what the school offers.  Without understanding the characteristics of 

the available market there is no mechanism for strategically targeting communication and 

advertising campaigns. 

With no precedent to follow, this project utilized all available channels for 

communication, ultimately finding that some were entirely ineffective.  In fact, the three 

channels that involved no financial outlay—web pages, talk at church, and word of mouth—

proved to be effective as well as cost-efficient for recruiting new families.  With the 

information gained from this study, future marketing campaigns can use the most effective 

and cost-efficient modes of communication to greater advantage. 

Confronted with declining enrollments over four decades, it is ironic that there has 

been no systematic use of strategic marketing techniques by Roman Catholic schools.  

Legislation in the U.K. and the U.S. spurred interest in the application of consumer 

marketing research to education although research on the topic of educational marketing is 

still limited.  Schools are notoriously resistant toward adopting practices that are widely used 

by the private sector.  This is a critical point for the future of Roman Catholic education in 

the United States.  Strategic marketing techniques can be used to advantage by Catholic 

schools providing the actors go beyond rhetoric and devise comprehensive programs aligned 

with best practices in consumer marketing research. 
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Recommendations for Future Research 

A major recommendation is that consumer marketing research of this type is 

conducted in other communities with similar socio-demographic profiles to the present 

setting as well as in other communities in various geographic locales serving different 

populations.  A unique feature of this study is that it was conducted in a rural setting that is 

now a flourishing suburb with an abundance of professional opportunities.  Most educational 

research is conducted in urban communities to the neglect of rural and suburban locales.  

Consumer marketing research into the reasons that families in diverse settings choose to send 

their children to Roman Catholic schools would be useful for discerning similarities and 

differences among different populations.  This knowledge would enable marketers to 

highlight features that are universally important (such as faith-based education, academic 

excellent, safe nurturing environment) while at the same time targeting marketing efforts to 

emphasize other features that may be more appealing to specific groups (affordability, after 

school programs, friendly family atmosphere). 

To fully elucidate the reasons why families choose Roman Catholic schools, 

marketing programs should include surveys of parents who demonstrated interest by 

attending an open house or other activities but did not enroll their child in the school as well 

as surveying new school parents.  Additionally, feedback surveys are useful tools for 

ascertaining that the school is fulfilling the families’ expectations therefore increasing the 

probability that the parents will re-enroll their children in successive grades.  There exist a 

plethora of consumer marketing tools and techniques that could be used to advantage by 

schools seeking to increase their enrollments but despite lip service to the importance of 

marketing, these practices have been woefully underutilized in the K-12 educational sector. 
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