
c
Br
an
dB
ui
ld
er
s

B y  K a b i r  S e h g a l

n  an  a ge  o f  “back  t o  b a s i c s ”  b r and i n g  i n  t he
co rpo r a t e  wo r l d ,  s c r amb l i n g  away  f r om  me r ge r
man i a  t h a t  ob se s s ed  c o rpo r a t e  Ame r i c a  i n  t he

Y2K  day s ,  o ne  o f  t he  l a s t  b r and i n g -  d i s be l i e ve r s  i s
qu i e t l y  s t epp i n g  i n t o  a  b r anded  way  o f  l i f e .   A s  t o  no t
up se t  t he i r  c l i e n t s  o r  s t a keho l de r s ,  h i g he r  educa t i on
i s  g r a ce f u l l y  en t e r i n g  t he i r  b r and i n g  p l e a :  “Gu i l t y,  we
need  a  c r i s pe r  i d en t i t y. ”   Un i v e r s i t i e s  t he  na t i on  o ve r
a r e  s t a r t i n g  t o  s ee  advan t a ge s  o f  p o t en t  i d en t i t i e s
l e s t  t he y  be  s t u c k  w i t h  a  c on f ound i n g  i d en t i t y,  a n
i den t i t y  t h a t  i s  u n i n v i t i n g  t o  s t uden t s ,  a l umn i ,  a nd
f i n ance s .   Today  un i v e r s i t i e s  a r e  g r a ce f u l l y
unde r go i n g  v i s u a l  i d en t i t y  p r o g r ams  ( e . g . ,  Un i v e r s i t y
o f  Hawa i i ,  Ru t ge r s ) ,  b u t  e xp l i c i t ne s s  be  damned .   To
men t i on  “b r and i n g”  o r  “ma r ke t i n g”  o f  a n  i n s t i t u t i o n  i s
a r guab l y  t aboo :  a t  odd s  w i t h  l e a r n i n g  and  way s  o f
l e a r n i n g .

The  f u t u r e  o f  un i v e r s i t y  b r and i n g  r ema i n s
undoub ted l y  b r i g h t  becau se  o t he r  op t i o n s  h a ve
dw ind l ed .   Un i v e r s i t i e s  i n  e f f e c t  mu s t  a n swe r  t he i r
own  mu l t i p l e  c ho i c e  t e s t :  wha t ’s  t he  be s t  way  t o
s o l i d i f y  o ne ’s  i d en t i t y ?   The  a l l - pu rpo se  t e s t  f o r
d i s c o ve r i n g  a  un i v e r s i t y ’s  b r and  i s  s imp l y  a s k i n g  t he
nex t  p a s s e r b y,  “Wha t  do  y ou  t h i n k  o f  No t r e  Dame ?”  o r
any  o t he r  c o l l e ge .   S t r ong  un i v e r s i t y  b r and s  w i l l
r e ce i v e  c r i s p  an swe r s ,  “ f oo tba l l  p r o g r am,”
“econom i c s  depa r tmen t , ”  o r  “ compu te r  s c i en ce . ”
An swe r s  s u ch  a s  “ i t ’s  f i n e , ”  “ i t ’s  n i c e , ”  o r  “ i t ’s  a  g r ea t
s choo l ”  i s  c ode - s peak  f o r  p oo r  i d en t i t i e s .   Unab l e  t o
e voke  o r  p r o voke  an  image  won ’ t  he l p  y ou r  un i v e r s i t y,
on l y  ab l e  t o  s o a r  I c a r u s - h i g h  be f o r e  f a t e  s e t s  i n .
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Universities will need to turn

to branding concepts in the

coming future.  Having a simple

and easily-communicated vi-

sion remains paramount.

Brands allow universities to

relay their core focuses.
an  Un i ve r s i t i e s  and  B rand ing  Co -Ex i s t ?



Image s  c l a r i f y  i d en t i t y.   Tu ck  S choo l  o f  Bu s i ne s s ’s
Kev i n  Ke l l e r  w r i t e s  i n  “The  Powe r  o f  B r and i n g”  abou t  a
ho s t  o f  v i s u a l l y - s t imu l a t i n g  b r and s :

When  you  s l i p  i n t o  y ou r  A rman i  s u i t  be f o r e  g o i n g  t o  wo r k  i n
t he  mo rn i n g ,  s t r ap  on  y ou r  Ro l e x ,  a nd  s l i d e  beh i nd  t he  whee l
o f  y ou r  Me r cede s - Benz ,  y ou ’ r e  do i n g  much  mo re  t han  ge t t i n g
d re s s ed ,  k eep i n g  t ime ,  and  d r i v i n g  t o  t he  o f f i c e .  You ’ r e
de f i n i n g  y ou r  image  and  s i g n i f y i n g  y ou r  s u c ce s s .  When
p l a y i n g  s ho r t s t op  f o r  y ou r  f i rm ’s  s o f t ba l l  t e am,  ou t f i t t ed  i n
N i ke  gea r,  y ou ’ r e  no t  j u s t  a  weekend  wa r r i o r—you ’ r e  De rek
Je te r ’s  k i nd r ed  s p i r i t .

E a ch  b r and  M r.  Ke l l e r  c i t e s  e voke s  a  v i s u a l  r e a c t i o n .
Ro l e x  i s  c h i c ,  Me r cede s  s quea l s  w i t h  p r e s t i g e .   The
powe r  and  p l e a s i n g  e f f e c t  o f  image s  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o
w re s t l e .   We  have  an  i n s a t i ab l e  de s i r e  t o  e xpe r i ence
tha t  wh i ch  we  know.   Too  d i f f i c u l t  t o  a r gue  w i t h
p e r c e p t i o n .

The  ho r r o r  f o r  many  un i v e r s i t i e s  c omes  i n  t he
examp le s .   Too  o f t en  t he  qu i c k  and  ea s y  bu s i ne s s
e xamp le s  i l l u s t r a t e  t he  powe r  o f  b r and i n g ,  o n l y  f o r
un i v e r s i t y  s t a lwa r t s  t o  dec l a im  bu s i ne s s  a s  om inou s l y  a t
odd s  w i t h  educa t i on .   B u t  t he  op t i on s  a r e  t h i n ,  a nd
un i v e r s i t i e s  a r e  c o ve r t l y  u s i n g  b r and i n g  c oncep t s .
Qu i t e  s imp l y,  t he  c onven t i ona l  way s  o f  a l umn i
commun i c a t i on ,  f und r a i s i n g ,  a nd  c ommun i c a t i n g  a
mes s a ge  j u s t  a r en ’ t  wo r k i n g ,  ma i n l y  becau se
un i v e r s i t i e s  h a ve  t oo  b r oad  a  f o cu s  a nd  i n c r ea sed
compe t i t i o n .   Co l l e ge s  a r e  t u r n i n g  t o  s t r a t e g i c  p l an s ,
c o r e  v a l ue s ,  d i r e c t  ma i l -ma r ke t i n g  a s  t o o l s  t o  r e l a y
t he i r  me s s a ge—a l l  b r and i n g  c oncep t s .

Hav i n g  t oo  b r oad  a  f o cu s  i s  a t  odd s  w i t h  b r and i n g .
When  a  un i v e r s i t y  b i l l s  i t s e l f  a s  t o o  many  t h i n g s  t o  t oo
many  peop l e ,  i t  t u r n s  i n t o  t he  Chev r o l e t  o f  educa t i on .
Chev r o l e t  doe sn ’ t  e voke  a  s t r ong  v i s u a l  i d en t i t y  becau se
Chev r o l e t  c an  mean  b i g  ( S ubu rban ) ,  r u g ged  ( S i l v e r ado ) ,
sma l l  (Ma l i bu ) ,  a nd  a  ho s t  o f  o t he r  de s c r i p t o r s .   Vo l v o ,
on  t he  o t he r  h and  own s  “ s a f e t y. ”   I f  y ou  don ’ t  wan t
s a f e t y,  d on ’ t  bu y  Vo l v o—c l ean  and  ea s y.   B r and i n g  mean s
f o cu s ,  a nd  s ome  un i v e r s i t i e s  a r e  t oo  f r i g h t ened  t o  make
a  cho i c e ,  t hu s  t he  poo r  i d en t i t i e s  w i l l  f o r e ve r  c hoke .
Adm in i s t r a t o r s  m i gh t  r e cogn i z e  po t en t i a l  a nd
po s s i b i l i t i e s ,  b u t  c hoo s i n g  a  f o cu s  “ t o  be  t he  l e ade r  i n
eng i nee r i n g”  o r  a no the r  f i e l d  w i l l  i n e v i t ab l y  a nge r  many
s t a keho l de r s .   B r and i n g  e xpe r t s  ma i n t a i n  t h a t  f o cu s
mean s  s a c r i f i c e .   To  f o cu s  and  de l i v e r  on  a  sma l l  h and fu l
o f  p r om i s e s  i s  t o o  much  o f  a  l e ap .

" B r a n d i n g
e x p e r t s
ma i n t a i n  t h a t
f o c u s  m e a n s
s a c r i f i c e .   To
f o c u s  a n d
d e l i v e r  o n  a
sma l l  h a n d f u l
o f  p r o m i s e s  i s
t o o  mu c h  o f  a
l e a p . "



Bu t  un i v e r s i t i e s  a r e  g e t t i n g  t he  me s s a ge .
I n  Emo r y  Un i v e r s i t y ’s  n ew  Pr e s i den t  J ames
Wagne r  we  f i nd  t he  new  e r a  p r e s i den t .   I n  t he
A t l an t a  J ou rna l  Con s t i t u t i o n ,  Wagne r  s a y s ,  “The
b r and  names  i n  t he  No r t hea s t  a r e  a  l o t  o l de r
t han  t he  S ou thea s t… I t ’s  s o  much  ha rde r  when  y ou
don ’ t  h a ve  2 00  y ea r s  o f  h i s t o r y. ”   Pr e s i den t
Wagne r  c an  s ee  t he  s c hoo l s  a head  and  beh i nd
h im .   Once  i n  t he  c ompe t i t i v e  m i x ,  t he  s ame
s t uden t s ,  f a cu l t y,  s peake r s ,  a nd  g r an t s  a r e
p l a ced  on  t he  auc t i on  b l o c k .   A s t r onge r  i d en t i t y
wou l d  s e cu r e  ano the r  f e a t he r  f o r  o ne ’s  c ap .

Un i ve r s i t y  b r and i n g  mean s  d i s c o ve r y  and
de f i n i t i o n :  t a l k  w i t h  s t a keho l de r s  a nd  d i s c o ve r
you r  i d en t i t y.   Wha t  do  a l ums  t h i n k ?   Pr o f e s s o r s
and  s t uden t s ?   You r  c ompe t i t i o n ?   A s t r ong  v i s i o n
i s  o ne  t ha t  t a ke s  i n t o  a c coun t  many  s t a keho l de r s
bu t ,  i n  t he  end ,  i s  i n  p r ope r  k eep i n g  w i t h
b r anded  s pec i f i c i t y.   I n  a  s u c c i n c t  s en t ence ,  h ow
do  you  de f i ne  y ou r  un i v e r s i t y ?   To  d i f f e r en t i a t e  a
un i v e r s i t y,  a  de f i n i t i o n  mu s t  be  c r i s p  and  ea s i l y
de f i n ab l e .   To  s e t t l e  on  a  b r and  mean s  t h a t  t he
un i v e r s i t y  mu s t  unde r s t and  i t s  c o r e ,
commun i c a t e  i t  e f f e c t i v e l y,  a nd  do  e ve r y t h i n g
w i t h i n  i t s  p owe r  t o  s t r eng t hen  t he  c o r e .   A b r and
i s  much  l i k e  c oncen t r i c  c i r c l e s—eve r y t h i n g  i s
r e l a t ed  back  t o  t he  c o r e ,  t he  b r and .

To  p r ed i c t  t he  f u t u r e  o f  un i v e r s i t y  b r and i n g
i s  s imp l e r  t h an  o r i g i n a l l y  t hough t ,  t hough  t he
b r and i n g  movemen t  mu s t  d i s pen se  w i t h
“b r and i n g”  a s  a  n ame .   Pub l i c  a f f a i r s  o f f i c e s  a nd
deve l opmen t  p r o g r ams  w i l l  h a ve  an  ea s i e r  t ime
se l l i n g  t he  c oncep t  w i t h  a  neu te r ed  name .   Bu t
t he  a venue s  o f  c o l l e ge  and  b r and i n g  w i l l
c on t i nue  t o  i n t e r s e c t  n o  ma t t e r  t he  c oncep t
name .   The re ’s  t o o  much  good  i n  h a v i n g  a  c r i s p
i d e n t i t y.
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