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In an increasingly competitive market place, higher 
education providers are feeling under pressure to 
stand out from the crowd. Because of this, we wanted 
to find out more about the role of branding in higher 
education – how important it is, what brand 
challenges are being faced and what plans there are 
for overcoming them? 

In August 2016 we conducted the first wave of our 
research via an online survey to understand attitudes 
to branding from higher education marketing 
professionals across the globe. A second wave of 
research took place in September 2017 and this 
report highlights the latest views of the sector.



60%
of institutions identified 
internal understanding of 
brand as a key 
challenge.

34%
of institutions plan to 
undertake a re-brand or 
brand-refresh within the 
next 2 years; an increase 
from 25% in 2016.

94%
think branding in HE will 
become more important 
in the next  3 years 

Brand is more frequently 
defined in relation to 
Perception and 
Personality/Essence 
while reputation is a less 
popular definition.

More HEIs are 
embracing 
Sustainability and 
Corporate social 
responsibility as part 
of their brand story. 

Differentiation is an 
increasingly important 
aspect of branding in 
HEIs and presents one 
of the biggest 
challenges for 
institutions. 

58%
of institutions conducted 
a re-brand or brand-
refresh within the past 
4 years.

K E Y  F I N D I N G S  F R O M  2 0 1 7



R E S P O N S E  P R O F I L E

We had 110 responses in 2017 and 134 in 2016. 
Across the two waves of research responses have 
come from 130 universities across 18 countries: 

• Isle of Man

• Italy

• New Zealand

• The Netherlands

• Portugal

• Russia

• Switzerland

• United Kingdom

• USA

• Australia

• Austria

• Belgium

• Canada

• Denmark

• France

• Germany

• Hungary

• Ireland

UK 
63%

European 
18%

Other
international 

10%

2017



52%
Director/Head

5%
Executive Coordinator

29%
Manager/Officer

9%
Vice Chancellor / Pro Vice 

Chancellor

5%
Other

78%
Marketing

22%
Non Marketing

UK Institutions only 

15%

28%

Russell 
Group

Post-92

The 2017 sample represents a higher proportion of marketing staff (78%) when compared with 2016 (63%).  Members of the Russell Group also 
have slightly more representation in 2017 (11% in 2016 and 15% in 2017).  Other demographic variables such as role level are similar to 2016.

W H A T  I S  Y O U R  C U R R E N T  J O B / R O L E  L E V E L ?



D E F I N I N G  ‘ B R A N D ’  I N  

H I G H E R  E D U C A T I O N

Respondents provided a number of different 

definitions for brand in higher education: some simple, 

others complex. Here are the most common elements 

that featured across the definitions submitted in both 

waves of research. 



Remains one of the most 
popular definitions for brand. 

“Brand is a way of standing out 
in what has become an 
increasingly competitive 

environment.”

(Featured in 22% of responses in 2017, 
29% in 2016)

More HEIs are also defining 
brand in relation to 

personality/essence.

“A university brand is how the 
institution expresses its 

personality, values and what 
makes it different in how it 

behaves and communicates.”

(Featured in 20% of responses in 2017, 
5% in 2016) 

Many more HEIs are defining 
brand as perception.

“How others (prospective 
students, students, scientists 

etc.) perceive your institution -
reputation + descriptive 

characteristics.”

(Featured in 21% of responses in 2017, 
3% in 2016) 

Visuals remain important 
amongst other definitions.

For many this is still the visual 
identity but HE needs to 

embrace that brand is the 
experience our 'customers' get 

every time they interact with 
the institution in some way”

(Featured in 13% of responses in 2017, 
10% in 2016).



Remains one of the least 
recalled categories.

“…an institution's brand is its 
reputation for delivering on the 

promises assigned to the 
products it delivers…”

(Featured in 6% of responses in 2017, 5% 
in 2016) 

Has decreased in popularity as 
a definition amongst HEIs.

“Creating a good and 
internationally applicable brand 

is necessary to create global 
awareness and to maintain 

unique reputation.”

(Featured in 12% of responses in 2017, 
23% in 2016)

Most often referred to in relation 
to students. 

“Academic quality, employability, 
student experience - how do we 

make a difference in our 
students' lives?”

(Featured in 10% of responses in both 2016 
and 2017).



26%
20%

12%
5% 5%

26%

6%

Last 18 
months

2015 2014 2013 2012 before 2012 not sure

Just over one quarter of organisations have worked through a re-brand or a brand
refresh in the last 18 months (26%). This is a reduction in recent activity compared to the
2016 survey where 32% had conducted branding work within the preceding 18 months of the
survey.

Recent branding work  

In the 2016 survey a greater portion of the UK’s Post-92 universities had 
conducted recent branding work compared to Russell Group members.  
The 2017 results show a change in this relationship - 40% of Russell 
Group universities and 28% of of universities in the Post-92 group have 
been through a brand refresh in the past 18 months.  

Planned branding work

Half of the institutions planning to undertake branding work had 
undertaken a re-brand or brand re-fresh within the past 4 years. 

The latest results also demonstrate less of a contrast in planned branding 
work between the Russell Group and Post-92 universities.  Almost a fifth 
(20%) of Russell Group universities intend to conduct brand development 
work in the next 12 months and one third of the Post-92 universities are 
planning brand work (33%).  All of the Post-92 group aim to conduct their 
work within the next 6 months.

In 2016 planned branding work was driven by the Post-92 group and there 
were no planned branding works from Russell Group universities. 

.

R E B R A N D I N G



Competition 18%

Competition was highlighted as a 
driving factor behind branding work 

for almost one fifth of the 2017 
sample, yet not one of the 2016 

respondents referred to 
competition. 

Perception 18%

Perception is increasing in front of 
mind awareness and this includes 
reasons for undertaking branding 

projects.  Perception did not 
feature in any of the reasons given 

by 2016 respondents. 

Clarity and coherence 24%

Similar to the 2016 survey, many 
respondents claimed a lack of 
clarity and coherence in their 
current brand as a reason for 

re-fresh work.  

Institutional change 18%

One quarter of the 2016 sample 
cited institutional change as a 

reason for their planned branding 
work, this was relevant to one fifth 

of the 2017 sample and is 
attributed to mergers, new senior 

staff and an anniversary.

W H Y  A R E  I N S T I T U T I O N S  R E F R E S H I N G  T H E I R  B R A N D S ?

”Position ourselves in a 
competitive environment with a 

distinctive value proposition 
anchored in our values.”

”to check on how we 
are perceived.”

“Update to better reflect 
personality improve 

consistency and increase 
clarity of signage.”



61%
57%

43% 43% 43%
39% 39%

17%

9%
4%

35%

52%
55%

29%

16%

35%

19%
16%

13%

3%

Refreshing 
values

Refreshing 
visual identity

Refreshing 
proposition

Refreshing 
brand 

architecture

Creating a 
new 

proposition

Creating a 
new visual 

identity

Creating a 
new brand 
architecture

Creating new 
values

No changes 
to the brand, 

but enhancing 
brand 

management 
processes

Other 

2017

2016

Refreshing
Of the universities planning branding work surveyed 
in 2017 the most popular activities are: 

• Refreshing values (61%)
• Refreshing visual identity (57%)
• Refreshing proposition (43%)

Post-92 universities are focused on refreshing their 
brand values whereas the Russell Group are focused 
on refreshing more aspects of their brand.

Creating
When compared to the 2016 sample, higher 
proportions of the 2017 group are undertaking bolder 
changes through activities that involve creating new 
aspects of their brand, such as a new proposition 
(43%) and new brand architecture (39%). 

W H A T  A R E  T H E I R  B R A N D I N G  R E Q U I R E M E N T S ?



In 2017, 97% of respondents believed that branding in 
higher education has become more important, this 
has increased from 84% in 2016.  The majority believe 
that branding will continue to become more important
(94%), which has also increase since 2016 (81%).  The 
only respondent who believed branding is and would be 
less prevalent is from an institution in Canada. 

Differentiation remains the top aspect of branding that 
respondents feel is ‘very important’ to the ongoing 
success of universities today (60% in 2017 and 57% in 
2016). 

Defining institution personality has become more 
prevalent with 49% believing it is ‘very important’ in 2017, 
a rise from 34% in 2016.

Internal understanding of the brand ranks third, as it 
did in 2016 with a small increase in respondents who 
believe it is ‘very important’, from 38% in 2016 to 44% 
in 2017.

Brand management ranks first when ‘very important’ 
and ’important’ are grouped (94%) in 2017, this also 
shows an increase since 2016 (82%).

14%

27%

28%

30%

44%

44%

49%

60%

60%

56%

66%

54%

46%

48%

43%

32%

24%

15%

5%

14%

10%

8%

8%

8%

2%

2%

2%

2%

brand architecture

visual identity

brand management

defining brand essence

story telling

internal understanding of brand

defining institution personality

differentiation

Very important Important Neutral Low importance Not at all important 

T H E  I M P O R T A N C E  O F  B R A N D  T O D A Y  A N D  I N  T H E  F U T U R E



65%
60%

49% 48% 46%

38%

22% 21%

8%

0%

63%

51%

35%
30%

48%

27%

18% 18%

7%
2%

2017

2016

Differentiation remains in the most pertinent 
challenge for HEI brands in 2017.  

A number of brand challenges are more 
relevant to 2017 respondents when 
compared with the 2016 group. These 
include:

• Internal understanding of brand
• Defining institution personality
• Brand management 
• Defining brand essence

Challenges detailed in the ‘other’ category 
include those associated with being a new 
institution (e.g. following a merger) and 
differences in internal aspirations for the 
brand.

C U R R E N T  B R A N D I N G  C H A L L E N G E S



24%

24%

37%

41%

46%

51%

61%

68%

50%

20%

40%

60%

50%

45%

60%

55%

brand architecture

visual identity

defining brand essence

story telling

brand management

defining institution personality

internal understanding of brand

differentiation

Europe

UK

Differentiation the biggest challenge for UK universities (68%) 
but it appears less challenging for other universities in Europe 
(55%).  

Story telling presents a prominent challenge for many 
European universities (60% compared to 41% in the UK)  and 
brand architecture shows a similar pattern of difference (50% 
European and 24% UK).

Similar proportions of UK and European universities cite the 
internal understanding of the brand as a key challenge. 

Differentiation was the most common challenge identified by 
Vice Chancellors, Directors/Heads and Managers in 2017.  The 
2016 results showed an inconsistency in perception amongst 
Directors and Managers, with Managers less likely to view 
differentiation as a challenge, this gap has almost closed. 

Brand management was 2016’s most common challenge for 
Vice Chancellors and Managers, it has since slipped down to 5th

place for Managers and 6th for Vice Chancellors. It is now a 
more common challenge for those at director level (3rd place).

C U R R E N T  B R A N D I N G  C H A L L E N G E S



T H E  P R E V A L E N C E  O F   
D I F F E R E N T I A T I O N  

Differentiation has become more prevalent in 2017. 
It’s one of the most important aspects of HEI branding 
and also the biggest challenge – as recognised by staff 
across different roles.

Why is it so challenging? 
Institutions are focusing on similar aspects of brand, 
such as teaching quality and employability. Naturally 
this necessitates a deeper understanding of their 
identity to determine any points of difference. 

However a significant number of institutions find 
defining their institution’s personality and storytelling 
major challenges in themselves.



We asked respondents which attributes played an 
important role in building the brand story, Student 
experience and Employability came out on top. 

Teaching quality was rated as an important attribute by 
100% of respondents, compared to 95% in 2016. Could 
this perhaps be influenced by TEF?

Location has increased in importance, from 79% rating 
it as ‘very important/important’ in 2016 to 90% in 2017.  
Does this have any relation to increases in institutions 
looking for points of differentiation?

More universities are acknowledging that the impact they 
have on the world plays an important role in their brand 
story. Sustainability and Corporate Social 
Responsibility showed the most dramatic increases in 
responses for ‘very important /important’, coupled with 
decreases in responses associating these attributes with 
no/low importance.  Sustainability rose  from 47% in 
2016 to 67% in 2017 and CSR rose from 47% to 63%. 

In the UK Mission Groups are ‘important/very 
important’ to the majority of Russell Group members 
(80%) and only one fifth or University Alliance members 
and one third of other UK universities. 

All Russell Group members in the 2016 survey marked 
Mission groups as ‘important’ – does the change in 
2017’s responses reflect growing differences in the 
perceived strengths that this group holds?

3%

3%

11%

11%

15%

15%

23%

27%

35%

40%

43%

44%

44%

52%

58%

61%

63%

60%

48%

50%

56%

47%

21%

50%

61%

56%

37%

44%

47%

46%

45%

42%

37%

35%

24%

39%

34%

19%

24%

36%

16%

11%

6%

11%

13%

6%

7%

3%

2%

2%

10%

6%

5%

10%

13%

15%

6%

2%

6%

3%

2%

3%

3%

3%

2%

13%

5%

5%

2%

Corporate social responsibility

Arts and culture

Entry requirements

Sustainability

Heritage

Mission Group (UK only)

Ranking in league tables

Course portfolio

Facilities

Research quality

Staff

Relationships with business and/or 
the professions

Location

Students

Teaching quality

Employability

Student experience

very important important neutral low importance not at all important

B U I L D I N G  T H E  B R A N D  S T O R Y  



57%

86% 86%

43% 43%

71% 71%

100%

86% 86% 86%

100%

86% 86% 86%

100%

54% 54%

63%
68% 71% 71%

76%
80% 83% 85% 85% 85%

93% 95% 95% 95%

Europe

UK

Teaching quality and student focused 
attributes remain important to an 
overwhelming majority of UK and 
European universities. 

Heritage and Entry requirements are 
important brand attributes for a high 
portion of UK universities but less than 
half of European universities thought 
these attributes were important.  

Larger portions of European universities 
rated Staff,  Relationships with 
Business, Corporate Social 
Responsibility and Sustainability as 
important when compared with the UK.

T H E  V A R Y I N G  I M P O R T A N C E  O F  B R A N D  A T T R I B U T E S  
A C R O S S  T H E  U K  A N D  E U R O P E



Universities still think that brand matters most to 
Prospective students and their parents which 
reflects the influence of brand over application 
choices.  The proportion of respondents selecting 
‘very important’ for prospective students has 
increased slightly, from 49% in 2016 to 54% in 2017.

More respondents think that brand is ’very 
important/important’ to Current students, 79% in 
2016 to 89% in 2017.

Some respondents still believe that brand is of low 
importance to university Staff (8%) and this has 
reduced slightly since 2016 (12%).

The largest variation in answers are related to the 
Research community which also has the lowest 
number or respondents associating importance with 
the group.  
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19%

19%

21%

24%

32%
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59%
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68%

43%
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49%

43%

11%

14%
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24%

8%
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5%
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5%
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Teachers/career advisors

Staff

Businesses

Current students

Research community

Donors

Alumni

Parents of prospective students

Prospective students

Very important Important Neutral Low importance Not at all important 

W H O  D O  U N I V E R S I T I E S  T H I N K  B R A N D  M A T T E R S  T O ?



O U R  W O R L D  
I S  C H A N G I N G

The higher education landscape is always moving 
with political, economic, socio-cultural and 
technological changes having an impact. 

2017 has been no different, so we asked our 
sample of higher education professionals what 
impact some of these changes will have on 
branding in HE. 



Over three quarters (76%) of respondents in 2017, including UK and 
international institutions, believe that Brexit will increase the importance of 
branding in higher education. This has risen form 68% in 2016 with over a 
quarter believing it will be ‘much more important’.17%

27%

51%

49%

31%

22%

1%

2%

2016

2017

18%

17%

52%

51%

26%

28%

2%

2%

2%

2%

2016

2017

much more important more important no change less important much less important

B R E X I T  

T E F  

2017 saw the inaugural release of the TEF results, yet the results have 
had little impact so far on the perceptions of TEF’s impact on branding. 
TEF’s influence on applications from both national and international 
students are yet to be fully realised as the framework becomes more 
established.

O U R  W O R L D  I S  C H A N G I N G



S U M M A R Y

Branding in higher education is important to institutions, however 
over the last 2 years this research has clearly shown that its 
importance to institutional success is growing. This is fueled by 
on-going market changes and challenges, however the exact 
impact these changes will have on institutions will differ, depending 
on their history, mission group, location, reputation and aspirations.

It’s clear that in order to achieve success institutions need to 
differentiate themselves in the market. They can do this by sharing 
their stories with their key audience groups in a way that is authentic, 
consistent, true to their heritage, true to their offer and 
communicates a promise of a life enriching experience. 

There are many challenges to overcome when developing an 
effective and engaging university brand. These include internal 
understanding of brand and brand management and particularly 
ensuring the brand’s relevance as institutions look to engage new 
audience segments and new geographic territories. 



A L L O W  U S  T O  
I N T R O D U C E  O U R S E LV E S

SMRS are an education marketing business

We partner with higher education providers of all 
sizes to tackle their communication and branding 
challenges. Our experts find smart, simple and 
effective answers that help our clients connect 
with the inspired students they want – wherever 
in the world they are.

W E  A D V I S E
When your challenge requires high-level, strategic thinking, our brains 
are all yours. We understand your sector, and we can provide research 
and insight too.

W E  D E L I V E R
Sometimes your aims are clear and you just need a safe pair of hands 
to deliver. No matter how big your campaign or project is, we’re here.

W E  K E E P  T H I N G S  U N C O M P L I C A T E D
We know that the challenges you face can be very complex. So we 
make sure that working with us never is.



B U T  T H A T ’ S  E N O U G H  A B O U T  U S

Let’s talk about you. We’d love to have a chat about some of the 
challenges you’re facing, and some of the ways we could help, 
whether it is brand and content or research and campaigns.

You can get in touch with us by
emailing info@smrs.co.uk
calling 0161 200 1444 (Manchester) or 
020 7421 3350 (London)

Or visiting smrs.co.uk



smrs.co.uk


