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UNIVERSITY 
BRANDS: 
WHO’S DOING IT WELL 
AND WHY?
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Speaker

● In “the business” 18+ years
● idfiver since 2012
● Former public school teacher
● Adjunct advertising faculty at Towson 

University & MICA/JHU
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Disclaimer:
A brand’s appeal, like lunch, is 
largely a matter of opinion. 
(But can we all agree gluten-free-anything is terrible?) 
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What is a brand?
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Brand, a working definition:
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An evolving sum of experiences — tangible and 
intangible, deliberate and accidental — that shape the 
feelings people have about you.



A college education may 
be the second-largest 
purchase a student makes 
in their lifetime.
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And yet, choosing a college 
is an extraordinarily 
emotional decision.
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So what schools have the 
best brands?

11



Depends who you ask 
and what matters most 
to them.
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On the Menu Today:

Two great brands. 
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One brand is great 
because the data 
says so. 

14



The other is great 
because my heart 
says so. 
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For this exercise, I’ve 
tried to look beyond the 
“usual suspects.” 
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These are the usual suspects.



Higher Education Marketing Symposium

A Brand by the Data: 
Culling rankings 
of multiple experiential  
characteristics. 
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What about the student 
experience?
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Best Schools: Student Life



Or the love graduates have 
for their alma mater?
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Best Schools: Alumni Giving

Rice is #26. 
24% alumni participation. 
(Avg: 9-10%)   



Perhaps it’s the feelings 
employees have?
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Best Schools: Faculty/Staff Satisfaction



And, yes, maybe it’s the 
expertise of the work 
coming out of the 
marketing department. 
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Best Schools: Communications & Design

27

● Aiglon College (Switzerland)  
● Brigham Young University (Utah)
● Case Western Reserve University (Ohio)
● Columbia University (New York)
● Harvard University (Massachusetts)
● Loughborough University (United Kingdom)
● Oberlin College (OH)
● Pennsylvania State University (PA)

● Rice University (Texas)
● Temple University (Pennsylvania)
● The University of Melbourne (Australia)
● The University of Nottingham (United Kingdom)
● University of Central Florida
● University of Washington
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Unconventional Wisdom in Action.

Campus: Urban setting that touts its trees.
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Unconventional Wisdom in Action.

Residential Colleges: An uncommon 
approach that nurtures diversity and 
camaraderie. Like Hogwarts.
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Unconventional Wisdom in Action.

Campaign: Promotes surprising concepts 
and the people who explore them.
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Higher Education Marketing Symposium

A Brand by the Heart: 
Responding to the 
emotional impact and 
interplay of design, 
message and voice.
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A spiritually bold approach:

Message: Manages to reconcile the spirit of 
one of the most liberal cities in America with 
tenets of Jesuit Catholic doctrine.



39



“Preach the gospel at all 
times. If needed, use words.”

St. Francis of Assisi
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“Jesuit tradition defines USF’s 
approach to learning and our 
commitment to welcoming students 
of every faith and no faith.” 
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A spiritually bold approach:

Campaign: “While USF may never be 
considered the same academic level as 
Harvard or Stanford, they could be the 
Harvard or Stanford with a heart.”  



“If you can’t be better, 
at least be different.”

Sally Hogshead
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A spiritually bold approach:

Campaign: Audacious, smart, and 
intrinsically truthful work that ties back to the 
brand’s core principles. 
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A spiritually bold approach:

Design: Uses bold, mixed fonts to reconcile 
tradition and modern thinking as well as 
warm, people-focused imagery — and 
student-generated content — to capture the 
human and the humane.
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The Takeaways.
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A great brand is true to 
itself — and can admit 
it’s not right for 
everyone.
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A great brand can 
balance consistency and 
flexibility.
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A great brand is 
threaded through every 
experience.
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A great brand is in the 
eye of the beholder. 

(Unless your brand is gluten-free. In that case, 
nothing can save you.)
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Questions?
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