
        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  





 

 

 

 

 

BRAND COHERENCE AT A MAJOR MULTI-CAMPUS PUBLIC RESEARCH 

UNIVERSITY: AN EXPLORATORY CASE STUDY 

 

 

 

 

___________________________________ 

 

By 

ROB ZINKAN 

 

___________________________________ 

 

 

 

A DISSERTATION IN PRACTICE 

 

 

Submitted to the faculty of the Graduate School of Creighton University in Partial 

Fulfillment of the Requirements for the degree of Doctor of Education in 

Interdisciplinary Leadership 

_________________________________ 

 

Omaha, NE  

(April 22, 2016) 

     



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyright 2016, Rob Zinkan 
 

This document is copyrighted material. Under copyright law, no part of this document 
may be reproduced without the expressed permission of the author. 



                           iii 

Abstract 

With increased competition and other market forces affecting higher education, branding 

has emerged as a strategic imperative for colleges and universities.  Branding in academia 

faces many inherent challenges, including institutions’ multi-pronged missions and 

decentralized organizational structures.  In some cases, branding is not widely understood 

or valued among faculty colleagues, presenting another organizational barrier.  These 

challenges become even more complicated at larger institutions that have multiple 

campuses.  The purpose of this case study was to examine a major multi-campus public 

research university with brand coherence across its institution.  The case study of State 

University explored the phenomenon of brand coherence through the perspectives of 21 

senior administrators who participated in semi-structured interviews.  State University is 

a leading American public university with 100,000 students and more than 20 campuses 

and operates as one university geographically dispersed.  Three overarching themes 

emerged from the qualitative data revealing how State University has achieved brand 

coherence across all of its campuses: (a) necessary academic and administrative 

infrastructure, (b) strong culture and brand values, and (c) marketing’s role in reflecting, 

reinforcing, and amplifying the brand.  Based on the findings from State University, 

recommendations were made for a peer institution.  The peer institution could take a 

more centralized approach to the marketing of its regional campuses and develop a 

stronger culture of brand coherence at these campuses, utilizing symbols and a sense of 

place.  Additionally, a new definition of the recommended brand architecture in higher 

education – a branded neighborhood – was offered.    

Keywords: Branding, marketing, brand architecture, brand coherence, higher education 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Background of the Problem 

Building a compelling and differentiated brand has never been more important for 

higher education institutions.  Due to a convergence of factors, such as decreased public 

funding, a shrinking pool of college-bound students, and the growth of online education, 

a strong brand is now critical for institutions amid a rapidly-changing higher education 

landscape (Moore, 2010a).  With more than 3,000 four-year institutions in the United 

States, colleges and universities are operating in an increasingly cluttered and competitive 

environment (Fischer, 2015).  Competition for both prospective students and 

philanthropic support is at an all-time high (Mayer, 2014).   

Colleges and universities must stand out in a crowded marketplace by uniquely 

positioning their institution and clearly demonstrating their value to stakeholders.  

“Ultimately, branding is about building and eventually owning a position” (Sevier, 2001, 

p. 82).  As a result, branding is emerging as an essential strategic leadership function for 

institutions.  Some higher education thought leaders have even predicted that lesser-

known institutions may not survive if they have been unable to define and effectively 

communicate their unique value proposition (Dooley, 2013a).   

The combination of shifting demographics, weaker employment opportunities, 

new instruction technologies, and inability to contain costs will almost certainly 

lead to an increasing number of institutional failures in higher ed in the coming 

years. The schools that will feel the pressure most will be those that have failed to 

distinguish themselves from others in any meaningful way. (Dooley, 2013b, para. 

6) 
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Introduction and Statement of the Problem  

Despite the growing need for academic institutions to have a compelling and 

differentiated brand, the culture and structures of higher education – a unique and 

complex sector – can present challenges to the development of coherent brands.  Colleges 

and universities have multi-pronged missions and a myriad of constituencies to serve, 

including prospective students, current students, parents, alumni, donors, faculty, staff, 

administrators, trustees, government and civic leaders, research partners, and accrediting 

bodies.  Furthermore, many major public research universities are decentralized, with 

individual schools and units inside the institution often operating with substantial 

autonomy.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this case study was to examine a major multi-campus public 

research university with brand coherence across its institution.  The case study explored 

the phenomenon of brand coherence through the perspectives of senior administrators 

whose areas of responsibility are closely connected to the university’s brand. 

Research Questions 

The following research question guided the qualitative study: given the 

aforementioned challenges and complexities, how can a major multi-campus public 

research university truly achieve brand coherence across all of its campuses?  This 

research question was central to the case study, and it also prompted additional questions:  

what, for instance, are the elements needed to develop and manage a coherent brand? 

Should institutions employ strategies from corporate branding?  What is the role of 

institutional leadership? 
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Significance of the Study 

 Especially within the United States, higher education branding represents a new 

field of research (Drori, Tienari, & Waeraas, 2015; A. Duesterhaus & M. Duesterhaus, 

2014; Tas & Ergin, 2012).  The scholarly literature is expanding as more institutions 

attempt to adopt best practices in branding that are widely accepted in the corporate 

sector (Aula, Tienari, & Waeraas, 2015; Chapleo, 2015b).  However, while higher 

education leaders can learn from corporate branding approaches, a multitude of 

challenges make branding in academia unique.  Colleges and universities are complex 

organizations that serve many constituent groups, have various elements to their 

missions, and often operate in decentralized cultures.  Focus is a core principle of 

effective branding, but having a focused brand can be difficult to achieve in a higher 

education setting (Moore, 2010a).   

These challenges and complexities only intensify at larger institutions that have 

multiple campuses along with hundreds of degree programs, tens of thousands of 

employees, and hundreds of thousands of alumni.  Few, if any, large multi-campus 

universities are known for their brand coherence.  This case study explored how to 

achieve brand coherence in one of the most complex environments in higher education – 

a major university with more than 20 campuses and 100,000 students.  Understanding the 

magnitude of challenges faced by a large multi-campus institution as well as its strategies 

for achieving coherence would contribute substantially to the limited academic literature 

in the field. 
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Aim of the Study 

The aim of the case study was to develop an evidence-based set of strategies and 

recommendations to enhance brand coherence across all campuses of a peer institution.  

By developing a more coherent brand, the peer institution would be better positioned to 

strengthen its reputation across the entire university and achieve its strategic priorities. 

Methodology Overview 

This dissertation in practice took the form of an exploratory case study of a major 

multi-campus public research university using qualitative data collection.  The primary 

data method was in-depth interviews with the university’s senior administrators.  

Effective marketing should achieve integration across the five A’s of an institution: 

admissions, academics, athletics, alumni, and advancement (Sevier, 2006).  While this 

viewpoint identifies these five A’s as the participants integral to a branding process, 

another perspective identifies the “big four,” consisting of undergraduate education, 

graduate education, alumni relations/institutional advancement, and athletics (One Sixty 

Over Ninety, 2012).  It was vital to hear from the senior executives who oversee these 

functional areas and have a deep understanding of their target audiences.  In addition, 

interviews were conducted with leaders of the university’s smaller campuses to ascertain 

viewpoints beyond those of central administration and the main campus.  More than 20 

senior administrators across five different campuses participated.  Additional qualitative 

data sources included direct observations and documentation, both print and online.   

Definition of Relevant Terms 

 A well-established mainstay in the corporate sector, branding is still considered 

new in higher education (Chapleo, 2015b; Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014).  Branding can 
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also be misunderstood, as some higher education colleagues may think that a logo or an 

advertisement is an institution’s brand (Chapleo, 2015a). Therefore, it was important to 

have clear definitions related to branding for the qualitative case study. 

 Brand: “A perception, and that perception is shaped by every single experience 

(touchpoint) a person has with your organization” (One Sixty Over Ninety, 2012, p. 17).  

Central to this definition is that a brand exists in the minds of the target audience (de 

Chernatony & Segal-Horn, 2001). 

Branding: “The art and science of discovering, understanding, articulating, and 

evolving your brand” (Maue, 2014a, p. 5).  This definition is practitioner-oriented for 

higher education settings.  The term brand strategy is also used when referring to 

branding. 

Brand coherence: Rather than being fragmented, a unified brand extends 

throughout an organization creating coherence.  This unified brand is single and all-

encompassing and is understood and experienced consistently at all touchpoints and 

among different stakeholder groups. 

 Core truth: A core truth represents a most basic or fundamental component of an 

organization’s brand and is something that should be evident to all stakeholders. 

Advancement: Also referred to as development or fundraising, this functional area 

is responsible for maximizing philanthropic support for the institution. 

Major public research university: The researcher only considered public 

universities in the United States that are part of the Association of American Universities 

(AAU).  The leading 60 public and private research universities in the United States, 

along with two Canadian institutions, comprise the AAU (Association of American 
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Universities, 2015).  AAU members are invited based on the excellence of their 

institutions’ research and academic programs.  

 State University: For the exploratory case study, the single case remained 

anonymous.  The name State University was used for the major public research 

university. 

 Lake Campus: The name Lake Campus was used for the dissertation in practice in 

reference to State University’s largest campus, which enrolls more than 40,000 students 

and where State University’s central administration is housed. 

 Online Campus: The name Online Campus was used to name State University’s 

online education programs. 

State Campuses: The name State Campuses was used throughout the study when 

referring to all other campuses of State University (besides Lake Campus and Online 

Campus).  State University has more than 20 State Campuses, covering all corners of its 

state. 

State University Green Park, State University Greenfield, State University 

Greensburg, and State University Greenville: These specific campus names were used 

for four of the 20-plus State Campuses.   

Eagles: For the dissertation in practice, Eagles was the school nickname (or 

mascot name) used for State University. 

Delimitations and Limitations 

 With a case study, findings cannot be generalized to other institutions.  The 

phenomenon of brand coherence at one major multi-campus public research university 

does not mean that an all-encompassing brand is necessarily feasible at other similar 
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institutions.  However, the value of a qualitative case study is in its particularity – a deep 

understanding of a particular context and its complexity – not necessarily its 

generalizability (Stake, 1995).  Additional research is necessary in order to generalize 

findings from the case study to a similar unit of analysis.  The aim of the study is to 

develop evidence-based recommendations for another large public university that shares 

many of the same features, including its geographic span with multiple campuses.  Are 

there strategies that could be successfully implemented – to build and manage a coherent 

brand across all campuses – at another university?  

A noteworthy delimitation to the case study is the selection of the sample.  The 

qualitative interviews occurred only with senior administrators of the university.  This 

aspect of the research design also represents a limitation to the study, because the 

findings reflect only the perceptions of senior administrators.  The findings may not 

reflect the perspectives and experiences of other constituencies.  All constituent groups 

play a role in defining the institution’s brand, including students, alumni, and other 

faculty and staff.  Future studies could include both external audiences (such as 

prospective students and prospective donors, who are often the target of branding 

activities), and other internal audiences (such as faculty members who are critical in 

delivering the brand promise).   

The case study methodology placed the researcher in the role of both data 

collector and data analyzer.  This factor can create limitations for qualitative case studies 

(Merriam, 1998).  Case study researchers must avoid bias and be open to contrary 

findings (Yin, 2014).  For the present study, the researcher brought a unique perspective 

to the dissertation in practice, having served at a major multi-campus public research 



BRAND COHERENCE AT A MULTI-CAMPUS UNIVERSITY 8 

university in various administrative positions and at multiple campuses within it.  Two of 

these roles have been at the campus level; the other was a system-wide role.  The 

researcher has seen both sides of the issue: at the campus level, pushing to have a 

stronger campus-specific brand identity, and at the system-wide level, pushing to have a 

stronger single brand identity across the entire university that all campuses could 

leverage.  The researcher conducted the dissertation in practice objectively with an open 

mind, not allowing past and current professional experiences to influence the study.   

The Role and Responsibility of Leaders in Relation to the Problem 

The responsibility for building and managing an institution’s brand should not 

rest solely on the marketing department’s shoulders.  University leaders realize that 

branding and enhancing institutional reputation are priorities.  In a survey of nearly 400 

chancellors and presidents of four-year institutions in the United States, leaders rated 

strengthening the institution’s reputation second (behind having a balanced budget) 

among 18 methods of defining success for their presidencies (Selingo, 2013).  Branding 

is an organizational function that all employees, including leadership, must endorse 

(Chapleo, 2010).  In fact, the CEO should do more than just support branding; he or she 

should be an organization’s “ultimate brand manager” (VanAuken, 2000, p. 284).  

Similarly, Sevier (2001) dispelled the notion that brand strategy success requires financial 

resources above all else.  While branding does require resource investment by an 

institution, the more important currency is institutional will (Sevier, 2001, p. 85).   

Branding efforts should flow directly from an organization’s mission and vision 

(Sevier, 2001).  In the corporate sector, the brand promise is akin to the company’s 

mission and vision (VanAuken, 2000).  Chapleo (2010) identified factors associated with 
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successfully branded universities and found a clear vision and support from leadership as 

two of the most important.  In addition to setting a vision, the leader of a higher education 

institution must play an active role in brand success (Moore, 2010b).  What does an 

“active role” look like across a large multi-campus public university when institutions of 

this nature are often decentralized and leaders must influence rather than control?  

Internal support is another brand success factor for higher education institutions 

(Chapleo, 2010).  When a university is large and complex, how does a leader galvanize 

nearly 20,000 faculty and staff spread across more than 20 campuses?  Is any one 

leadership style most conducive to an organization’s brand success?  These questions 

were important considerations for the case study, highlighting the need to examine the 

phenomenon of brand coherence through a leadership lens.   

Summary 

Market forces have made branding a strategic imperative for colleges and 

universities.  Branding, however, is a relatively new strategic practice in higher 

education, and this industry poses an array of inherent challenges.  Institutions have 

wide-ranging missions, a multitude of constituent groups, and decentralized 

organizational structures.  Organizational culture can be a barrier as well.  Faculty and 

other internal stakeholders may not understand or value branding or believe in its 

effectiveness.   

With a large multi-campus public research university, there are even more 

constituencies to serve, and the aforementioned challenges become even more 

convoluted.  Brand coherence in this setting is daunting.  Thus, the purpose of this case 

study was to examine a major multi-campus public research university with brand 
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coherence throughout.  The case study explored this coherence through qualitative data in 

the form of in-depth interviews with more than 20 senior administrators.  

The study’s significance also stems from the limited field of research on higher 

education branding.  Chapter two presents a review of the scholarly and professional 

literature on branding in higher education and includes literature on branding in other 

sectors.  Chapter three presents the methodology – outlining all phases of the data 

collection process – for the case study, with a university of more than 100,000 students 

and 20 campuses serving as the single case.  Chapter four presents the findings of the 

interviews, detailing the main themes and sub-themes.  Chapter five concludes the case 

study by offering an evidence-based set of strategies and recommendations for enhancing 

brand coherence at a peer institution and discussing the various implications of these 

recommendations. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

Despite the longstanding practice of branding in the corporate sector, branding is 

a relatively new phenomenon in higher education.  Marketing in its most basic sense, 

however, has been around for years at colleges and universities (Moore, 2010a).  

Traditionally, communications-related work such as public relations and publication 

development has comprised the marketing function in higher education (Hawkins & 

Frohoff, 2010; Sevier, 2004).  Academia has been slow to embrace branding, and, as an 

industry, it is generally not highly regarded for its branding expertise (Celly & Knepper, 

2010; Mighall, 2009).  The president and CEO of a major public research university’s 

foundation noted the sector’s less advanced strategies, stating that higher education 

excels at “talking about ourselves to ourselves” (D. Smith, personal communication, 

March 26, 2014).  As institutions create new vice-president-level positions for marketing, 

they are recruiting talent from the private sector to bring the necessary sophistication in 

marketing-related areas, such as branding, market research, analytics, and digital 

marketing (Mayer, 2014).   

Through the literature review the researcher sought to explain the basics of 

branding, the reasons for its recent emergence in higher education, and the unique 

challenges of higher education branding.  Few empirical studies address higher education 

branding (Hemsley-Brown & Goonawardana, 2007; Melewar & Nguyen, 2014; Waeraas 

& Solbakk, 2009).  To provide the fullest picture possible of higher education branding, 

then, the researcher supplemented a review of scholarly work with the review of relevant 

professional literature aimed at practitioners.  The researcher then provided a broader 
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context for branding by examining other sectors, including public, nonprofit, and private.  

The final portion of the literature review provided an orientation on brand architecture – a 

specific element of branding in the corporate sector – and its application to colleges and 

universities.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this case study was to examine a major multi-campus public 

research university with brand coherence across its institution.  The case study explored 

the phenomenon of brand coherence through the perspectives of senior administrators 

whose areas of responsibility are closely connected to the university’s brand. 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of the case study was to develop an evidence-based set of strategies and 

recommendations to enhance brand coherence across all campuses of a peer institution.  

By developing a more coherent brand, the peer institution would be better positioned to 

strengthen its reputation across the entire university and achieve its strategic priorities. 

The Basics of a Brand and Branding 

There are a variety of definitions of the term “brand” (Chapleo, 2008).  Therefore, 

common understandings of “brand” and “branding” are essential first steps.  Brands are 

based on who you really are (Moore, 2010a).  The collective experience of an 

organization’s consumers constitutes the brand (Baworosky, 2013).  Authentic brands 

emanate from everything that an organization does (Sevier, 2001).  In the context of 

higher education, strong brands are built on the positive experiences that stakeholders – 

students, alumni, donors, and others – have with the institution (Moore, 2010a).  These 

individuals believe that the college or university does (or does not) deliver on its brand 
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promise to them.  Balmer, Liao, and Wang (2010); Bennett and Ali-Choudhury (2009); 

Liu, Chapleo, Wai Ko, and Ngugi (2015); Moore (2004); Sevier (2001); and VanAuken 

(2000) all described a brand as a promise – the promise of an experience that consumers 

or stakeholders can expect the organization to deliver.  Consequently, a brand is built 

more by what the institution does than by what it says through its marketing-oriented 

messaging.  

Intangibility is a fundamental element of any brand.  An organization’s audience 

– not the organization – defines its brand.  The brand ultimately resides in the minds of 

the organization’s consumers (Waeraas, 2008).  For example, Neumeier (2015, p. 23) 

called a brand a “gut reaction” that someone has about a product, service, or 

company.  “A brand is what you stand for in the minds of the people you’re trying to 

reach, influence, and move to action” (Maue, 2014a, p. 3).  Accordingly, colleges and 

universities have brands whether they acknowledge their existence or not.  Brands exists 

whenever there is competition in the marketplace (Mighall, 2009).  The following 

definition captures the essence of what a brand is, particularly in a higher education 

environment: “A brand is a perception, and that perception is shaped by every single 

experience (touchpoint) a person has with your organization” (One Sixty Over Ninety, 

2012, p. 17). 

Likewise, Mighall (2009) explained that a brand represents the sum total of 

people’s thoughts and feelings about an institution, while branding involves effectively 

expressing and managing those associations.  Just the mention of a university’s name 

evokes images and associations in someone’s mind.  Branding is a means to impact those 

impressions, so that audiences will understand the value an institution holds for them 
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(Bulotaite, 2003, p. 450).  In other words, brands create meaning and serve as an 

emotional anchor to an organization and its products and services (Jiwa, 2014, p. 

5).  Branding is an authentic expression of what the university is and, ideally, what is 

unique about it in comparison to its competitors.  Authenticity, along with differentiation, 

is at the heart of branding (Sevier, 2014).  Authenticity is a prerequisite for 

communicating with prospective students who are more “brand savvy” than previous 

generations of students were (Whisman, 2009). 

As mentioned, a brand is intangible, and in higher education the product is 

intangible as well – though some marketers might argue that the degree is the end 

product.  Beckwith (1997) stated that the core of marketing a service, such as higher 

education, is the service itself.  Hayes (2009a) reinforced this point, identifying four key 

characteristics of services that make marketing a service different than marketing a 

product: 

• intangibility,  

• inseparability,  

• variability, and  

• perishability.   

Higher education relies on its faculty and staff to deliver the institution’s brand promise; 

the service and people are inseparable.  “On a college campus, the quality of the 

education is inseparable from the quality of the faculty and the ability of faculty members 

to communicate the content of the courses they teach” (Hayes, 2009a, p. 26).  Therefore, 

the onus is on institutions to create tangible representations of their intangible offerings 

(Hayes, 2009a).  As prospective students consider college options, they will look to these 
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signals, such as the institution’s physical campus and its people, to help with the 

decision-making process.  Employees are their organization’s “most valuable tangible 

assets” and can be “brand champions” for the institution (Whisman, 2009, p. 368).   

Selecting a college or university is one of the biggest decisions an individual will 

make in a lifetime, and higher education is a complex intangible offering with countless 

options from which to select (Judson, Aurand, Gorchels, & Gordon, 2009).  As a result, a 

university’s brand is of utmost importance in higher education.  Looking to a brand can 

inform and simplify the college decision-making process, reducing uncertainty (Chapleo, 

2010; Judson et al., 2009; Hayes, 2009b; Mighall, 2009).  A brand can provide a “clear 

shorthand for an organization that consumers trust to deliver on their needs” (Chapleo, 

2015b, p. 152).  An organization’s brand is among its most valuable assets; institutions 

stand to benefit from strong brands and earned trust (Curtis, Abratt, & Minor, 2009; 

VanAuken, 2000).   

A strong university brand is considered a major asset in the global competitive 

market for higher education: brand recognition allows for recruiting noteworthy 

faculty members and students, for attracting research funds and donations, and for 

fostering pride for employees, students, and alumni. (Drori et al., 2015, p. 100) 

The Emergence of Branding in Higher Education 

As competitive and demographic changes have impacted the higher education 

market, colleges and universities are taking a more strategic approach to brand 

development and brand management.  With public funding decreasing in most states and 

the national pool of college-bound students shrinking, competition for both prospective 

students and for donations from individuals, corporations, and foundations has never 
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been greater (Mayer, 2014).  Many universities’ financial viability depends on these 

external stakeholders, thus making brand positioning (the ability of institutions to 

effectively differentiate themselves in ways that target audiences value) crucial for higher 

education leadership (Watkins & Gonzenbach, 2013).   

Adding to the pressure for higher education leaders, institutions are facing 

mounting scrutiny about both the cost and the value of a college degree (Moore, 2010a).  

Higher education is being challenged on many fronts, with skeptics citing the rising costs 

of attending college, out-of-control student debt, and the inability of some graduates to 

get jobs (Dooley, 2014).  Duress in the economy and decreases in funding have 

exacerbated this pressure and have brought more vocal criticism from legislators and the 

general public about rising tuition costs.  Increases in college costs have far outpaced 

inflation rates: the average increase nationally among four-year public universities from 

2002 to 2012 was 65% (Baum & Ma, 2012).  In one Midwestern state, tuition and fees at 

public four-year institutions increased by 101.5% from 2001 to 2011 (Indiana 

Commission for Higher Education, 2012).  Institutions must justify investments in higher 

education to a wide range of stakeholders, and building a brand that articulates their value 

proposition is one way to satisfy this need. 

Online education, for-profit institutions, and the disruptive innovation of massive 

open online courses (MOOCs) have made a highly competitive environment even more 

complex, forcing institutions to increasingly adopt market-oriented strategies.  Online 

education offerings – both from nonprofit and for-profit institutions – form notable 

competition, taking market share of student enrollments that historically would have gone 

to traditional brick-and-mortar institutions (Dooley, 2014).  The nonprofit Southern New 
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Hampshire University, for example, has grown enrollment in its online programs from 

3,131 students in 2009 to 44,356 in 2014 (Gardner, 2014).  Moreover, for-profit online 

institutions such as the University of Phoenix invest millions in marketing and 

advertising, while traditional universities spend a fraction of that amount (Mayer, 2014).  

These for-profit schools are also sophisticated digital marketers (Dooley, 2014). 

How are colleges and universities responding to these changes?  The significant 

increase in vice-president-level positions for marketing at colleges and universities points 

to the growing importance of branding among these institutions.  Executive-level chief 

marketing officer (CMO) positions did not exist in the 20th century university (Mayer, 

2014).  Marketing and communications offices have existed for decades; however, their 

roots have been in public affairs, public relations, and community relations (Hawkins & 

Frohoff, 2010).  Two decades ago, designing and printing an attractive admissions 

viewbook could be considered effective marketing (Mayer, 2014).  The chief marketer 

officer position has evolved perhaps more than any other position in higher education in 

recent years (Sevier, 2004).  Approximately 50% of private four-year institutions now 

have a marketing and communications professional who reports directly to the college’s 

president, and approximately 25% of public four-year college and universities have a 

marketing administrator reporting directly to the president or chancellor (Gardner, 2014).  

Marketing leaders increasingly have a seat at their college or university’s leadership 

table; indeed, 57% serve on their institution’s cabinet or executive leadership team 

(Chronicle of Higher Education, 2014).   
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Skepticism About Higher Education Branding 

Despite its rising relevance in higher education, there is not yet widespread 

acceptance regarding branding’s place in academia.  Faculty are often its most vocal 

critics.  “Faculty, as key members of the brand creation and brand delivery process, are 

probably the strongest opponents of branding when it is built on serving students defined 

as ‘consumers’” (Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014, p. 147).  Some academics perceive 

marketing as something that compromises academic freedom (Hawkins & Frohoff, 

2010).   According to this perspective, institutions of higher learning should be about 

education, not marketing.  High-quality institutions should not have to market or “sell 

their souls” (Gardner, 2014, para. 3).  In a study analyzing a branding initiative at the 

University of Rhode Island, this concern surfaced, as “any financial investment in these 

efforts would be seen as taking away from the main purpose of an academic institution” 

(Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014, p. 150). 

To some faculty, marketing besmirches and commercializes the academic 

enterprise (Gardner, 2014).  “Many schools hesitate to explore successful practices from 

companies like LEGO, Starbucks, Southwest Airlines, and others, for fear they might be 

labeled ‘corporate’” (Whisman, 2009, p. 368).  Branding language is “not always 

comfortable or even culturally acceptable within higher education” (Chapleo, 2015b, p. 

159).  With negative connotations associated with the term branding, some academic 

administrators avoid using the word altogether (Ologie, 2015).  Faculty may also question 

the precise objectives of branding activities (Chapleo, 2015b).  Skeptics also wonder 

about the effectiveness and outcomes of branding efforts and the ability to adequately 

measure their impact, especially when universities are investing increasing amounts of 
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resources in those efforts (Jevons, 2006).  The reality, however, is that institutions often 

lack the necessary resources to successfully undertake a comprehensive long-term brand 

strategy (Chapleo, 2015b; Whisman, 2009).  Marketing budgets vary widely across the 

higher education sector, in part because the scope of the marketing role often varies 

widely as well (Chronicle of Higher Education, 2014).  Marketing may mean different 

things and take different forms at different institutions (Chapleo, 2010). 

A variety of other pervasive perceptions feed the concerns of naysayers.  High-

salaried chief marketing officer positions are a “symptom of bloat in college 

administration” (Glazer & Korn, 2012, p. 6).  Funding could be better spent in areas more 

directly tied to the institution’s core academic mission.  This sentiment materialized 

during the 2015-16 academic year when University of Oregon faculty applauded the 

university’s decision to cancel a multi-year, multi-million dollar contract with a branding 

agency and redirect those funds to academics and research (Gardner, 2016; Woodhouse, 

2016).  Other claims can arise internally as well, such as: branding makes promises that 

are not realistic; it oversimplifies an institution into slogans; and it commercializes the 

academy, thus making it less dignified (Perlmutter, 2014).  In some cases, academics may 

be more comfortable fitting in with, rather than standing out from, their peer institutions 

in the spirit of collegiality (Hayes, 2009b).   

A lack of understanding surrounding branding and brands is another factor.  

Branding may have different meaning for different individuals, and it can be seen as a 

subjective exercise, particularly in the absence of market research and quantitative 

validation (Chapleo, 2015a).  Some internal constituencies may mistakenly consider their 

institution’s visual identity to be the brand instead of recognizing that logos are one of 
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many representations of a brand (Simon, 2013).  The same holds true for other marketing 

tactics, such as advertisements and taglines; faculty and staff may think that running a 

television commercial or using a tagline is the main focus of branding.  Mighall (2009) 

explained that all of these objections to branding are based on misperceptions.  Such 

misperceptions lead to notions that branding is intrinsically deceptive, is merely 

cosmetic, trivializes colleges and universities, is not a product of the faculty (but that of 

administration and outsiders), is inconsistent with the culture of universities, and wastes 

institutional dollars (Hanover Research, 2015, p. 15; Mighall, 2009).  As a result, higher 

education marketers confront additional internal obstacles in their efforts to develop and 

manage a unified and coherent brand.   

Unique Challenges in Branding Colleges and Universities 

There are other unique challenges for brand strategy work in academia, including 

issues related to organizational structures.  Major public research institutions typically 

operate in a highly decentralized manner.  The resulting functional silos are 

counterproductive to marketing integration across the institution (Blanton, 2007; Zinkan, 

2013).  Decentralized structure leads to fragmentation, with various academic unit leaders 

wishing to put their “own label on the university” (Waeraas & Solbakk, 2009, p. 457).  

Faculty members may not see the university as a whole (Waeraas & Solbakk, 2009, p. 

457).  In a case study of a strategic brand positioning process at a regional public 

university in Europe, Waeraas and Solbakk (2009) cited many hurdles within an 

institution to achieve a single definition of identity.  They even concluded that it may be 

more pragmatic for the university to take a different approach than the “standard 

conception of branding,” allowing for multiple identities tailored to specific contexts 
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rather than “locking the organization” into a single identity (Waeraas & Solbakk, 2009, p. 

459).  In a more recent qualitative study, interviews with institutional and marketing 

leaders in higher education revealed similar findings. “The consensus was that 

universities are, by nature, complex and diverse institutions, and the task of neatly 

encapsulating this complexity in a set of simple brand values was very difficult” 

(Chapleo, 2015b, p. 157). 

Decentralization is often driven by a specific budgeting system, called 

responsibility-centered management (RCM).  In this decentralized budgeting model, the 

credit hour tuition income follows the student to the individual academic unit teaching 

those credit hours.  RCM couples decision-making with its associated financial 

implications, giving schools and their deans ownership of their revenues and expenses.  

Academic units then pay a “tax” to central administration to cover the costs of various 

operations that serve the entire campus, such as the undergraduate admissions office or 

the physical plant service unit (Carlson, 2015).  The goal is for individual schools to 

operate as effectively and efficiently as possible with full accountability for their own 

financial and academic planning.  The University of Vermont has referred to 

responsibility-centered management as incentive-based budgeting (Carlson, 2015).  The 

researcher has encountered different perspectives on the merits of responsibility-centered 

management.  Advocates of RCM say that it can foster an entrepreneurial mindset for 

leaders of an academic unit and spur enrollment growth, while critics say that it can foster 

an environment of internal competition between an institution’s academic units that can 

prove to be detrimental.  The RCM model also impacts marketing, as a potential deterrent 

to brand coherence.  When decentralized, marketing activities and marketing 
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expenditures – as well as their effectiveness – can vary drastically from academic unit to 

unit.  This approach can lead to a fragmented brand identity overall for an institution. 

The autonomy and multi-layered missions of campuses, academic schools, 

departments, and programs – all of which comprise the university – contribute to this 

complicated problem (Celly & Knepper, 2010).  In a qualitative study of nonprofit 

marketing managers, a university marketing officer responded that “creating our brand is 

more challenging than for a can of coke because our product is inherently complex and 

we are offering multiple things for multiple audiences” (Chapleo, 2013, p. 8).  The same 

difficulties can exist even within an individual academic unit.  VanAuken (2012) recalled 

the challenges of a branding project at the University of Rochester Medical School.  This 

organization comprised only one facet of the overall university; yet, it included 

“a medical school, a dental school, a nursing school, two hospitals, numerous outpatient 

clinics, adult care communities and a health system” (VanAuken, 2012, para. 7).  

These complexities are magnified at larger institutions with multiple campuses.  

Comprising everything ranging from major NCAA Division I athletics to medical centers 

to branch campuses, the size and scope of such institutions can be enormous and difficult 

to wrangle.  Major public research universities can be among the largest employers in 

their states, with tens of thousands of employees.  They also have great depth and breadth 

to their missions.  For example, the mission of a flagship campus (with a commitment to 

cutting-edge research, internationalization, and recruitment of the best and brightest 

students) can vary vastly from the mission of a branch campus (with a more regional 

focus to educate the local citizenry, enhance economic development, and align academic 

offerings to local workforce needs).  “While their core mission remains education, 
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enterprise universities are much more: knowledge generators, economic engines, 

community developers, research partners, and often national and global ambassadors” 

(Moore, 2010a, p. 62).  In the words of an executive vice president at one such 

institution, “Great universities are great because they do a great many things” (J. 

Applegate, personal communication, February 17, 2015).  This outlook is a sharp contrast 

to a core principle of effective branding (discussed later in this chapter): focus, which 

requires that an institution not be all things to all people (Maue, 2014b, para. 8). 

Branding is based on differentiation, and Chapleo (2015a, p. 6) questioned 

whether there is “genuine differentiation in the sector” that includes thousands of higher 

education institutions.  Judson et al. (2009) found that administrators from private 

institutions were more likely than their public institution counterparts to think that their 

schools were distinctive (and to think that this distinctiveness was evident to both internal 

and external audiences).  Thus, public universities may have a more daunting task when it 

comes to brand building.  Suomi, Lemmetyinen, and Go (2012, p. 205) summarized the 

tall order for institutions as “first, achieving a clear distinction from other players, 

second, coping with the fragmentation into various units and sub-brands, and third, 

engaging all important stakeholders in the branding process.” 

California State University (CSU), a public university with 23 campuses – all 

with different logos and many with different campus name structures – serves as an 

example.  Celly and Knepper (2010) analyzed the development of a consistent visual 

identity program for California State University at the system level.  One marketing staff 

member commented that the different names and logos of the individual campuses create 

a fragmented identity for the system.  From a student perspective, a person would be 
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“missing out on the recognition that when they go to Humboldt State University, they are 

really part of a larger university system with a reputation, history, and alumni network 

they will be part of” (Celly & Knepper, 2010, p. 154).   

After establishing a visual identity program for the system name, California State 

University, a next step would have been adoption by all campuses of a master brand 

platform, with each campus aligning to this central strategy.  The authors anticipated that 

there would be widespread reluctance at the campus level, despite the success of the new 

visual identity for CSU (Celly & Knepper, 2010).  Generating buy-in for an overarching 

single brand would be no small feat, requiring a major “cultural shift and consensus” 

across the CSU system’s campuses (Celly & Knepper, 2010, p. 154).  

Not only would this adoption have to overcome the long history of university 

autonomy and individual branding, but also the differences in opinion on the 

significance of marketing, branding, and communications and the benefits of a 

unified image among university presidents, college deans, faculty, staff and 

students. (Celly & Knepper, 2010, p. 155) 

Branding Across Various Sectors 

Brands are valuable for other sectors in addition to higher education.  “Brands as 

powerful assets represent the essence of a company; therefore, they must be carefully 

developed and managed” (Pinar, Trapp, Girard, & Boyt, 2014, p. 627).  Brands must also 

be focused (Moore, 2010a).  Waeraas (2008, p. 205) explained that branding in the 

corporate world aims for a precise definition of a company’s identity, which requires 

consistency and control.  An organization should have a strong single identity and then 

communicate that consistently and with clarity.  Like colleges and universities, 
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organizations in the public and nonprofit sectors can struggle with these objectives.  The 

following sections outline challenges that exist in these two sectors as well as approaches 

employed by the corporate sector.  

Branding in the Public Sector  

Waeraas (2008, p. 206) stated that achieving focus – as practiced by marketers in 

corporate settings – is an enormous challenge for public organizations, because 

“inconsistencies and multiplicity” are “fundamental system traits of public sectors.”  

According to the Waeraas (2008) study, “it is difficult for most public organizations to 

become corporate brands, as they often have multiple identities ‘by default’ and must 

retain some level of inconsistency in order to serve the public, which itself is 

inconsistent” (p. 209). 

 By definition, public institutions serve the public.  As a result, they often have to 

carry out a variety of functions, and those roles can have several different identities.  One 

example is a city or municipality that has responsibility for a wide range of operations, 

including parks and recreation, public safety, transportation, and sanitation (Waeraas, 

2008).  These organizations are multifunctional.  As Virgo and de Chernatony (2006) 

explained, branding cities “involves complexities beyond those of product and services 

branding.  Some reasons for this complexity arise from the diversity of stakeholders and 

the number of organizations steering the brand” (p. 379).  Another complication is trying 

to fulfill a mission to serve the public while also managing and operating the organization 

as a business.  These values can sometimes conflict.  In summary, “the public sector must 

deal with a wide range of goals, values, and paradoxes” (Waeraas, 2008, p. 212).  Due to 

these complexities, public organizations face significant obstacles when it comes to 
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branding.  Consequently, a corporate branding approach may not be practical for public 

entities (Waeraas, 2008).   

Thus, by following a more pragmatic approach, public organizations do not need 

to change or relinquish important aspects of their distinctive character or pretend 

that they do not exist – it is the richness of those characteristics, not the reduction 

of variety, which is valuable when presenting the organization to external 

audiences. (Waeraas, 2008, p. 218) 

This conclusion is parallel to findings in higher education when institutions have 

attempted to establish a single brand identity. 

Branding in Nonprofit Organizations 

Chapleo (2013) took a similar position, stating that while nonprofit organizations 

could benefit from best practices in corporate branding, they have unique challenges, 

mainly in serving a large number of constituent groups.  They can also struggle to 

establish an understanding of branding within their organizations, particularly concerning 

the experiential nature of their brands (Liu et al., 2015).  Williams and Omar (2014) 

explained that “in a nonprofit service industry, brand flux is often tolerated longer than it 

would be in other industries, precisely because of the unique characteristics of these 

industries, such as intangibility, perishability, and source of income and operating 

budget” (p. 238).  Limited marketing budgets pose another barrier to brand building for 

nonprofit organizations (Chapleo, 2013). 

Like a brand in any sector, strong nonprofit brands are focused.  They have a 

vision that is simple, clear, and compelling (Aaker, 2013).  Nothing But Nets, whose 

mission is to supply families across Sub-Saharan Africa with bed nets to protect them 
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from malaria, is recognized as an example (Aaker, 2013).  These organizations are also 

able to strengthen their brand through the use of vivid, personal stories demonstrating the 

impact of their work (Aaker, 2013). 

Corporate Branding – The Brand Architecture 

With heightened competition and the need to distinguish themselves, colleges and 

universities are increasingly trying to adopt more corporate-based strategies to branding 

(Chapleo, 2015b).  Waeraas and Solbakk (2009) and Chapleo (2010) both accepted that 

higher education can learn from private sector branding strategies.  However, they both 

made the case that higher education institutions are too complex to simply apply the same 

practices from corporate branding.  It may not be possible for universities to establish a 

single coherent brand (Waeraas & Solbakk, 2009).  A “simplistic adoption” of corporate 

branding approaches will not provide a “clear solution” for colleges and universities 

(Chapleo, 2015a, p. 1). 

Jevons (2006) also characterized higher education branding as inherently more 

complex, explaining that conventional branding strategies are not sufficient for this 

industry.  Faust (2015) countered this, arguing that organizations are complex in every 

sector. 

One of the common themes I hear from higher education marketers – those 

charged with managing the brands of colleges and universities – is how unique 

their challenges are when compared with other categories like retail, consumer 

packaged goods, or financial services.  To some extent, that’s true, but perhaps 

only as much as any other specialty market differs from another. (Faust, 2015, 

para. 1) 
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Aaker (2008, p. 145) stated that nearly all major corporations are a collection of silos, 

supporting the notion that higher education’s organizational challenges are not 

necessarily unique. 

How does corporate leadership handle these complexities when their companies 

are multi-faceted?  Complex organizations develop a brand architecture as a strategy to 

define and unify the brand.  A brand architecture is “an organizing structure of the brand 

portfolio that specifies brand roles and the nature of relationships between brands” 

(Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000, p. 8).  Aaker and Joachimsthaler (2000) developed the 

brand relationship spectrum, a brand architecture tool that provides four options for 

organizing a company’s brand: house of brands, endorsed brands, sub-brands, and 

branded house.  The brand architecture can range from a house of brands (with a set of 

stand-alone brands) at one end of the spectrum to a branded house (with a single master 

brand that spans multiple offerings) at the other (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000).   

Procter & Gamble (P&G), the world’s largest multinational consumer products 

company, is the classic example of a house of brands.  P&G includes a number of 

independent brands.  Its products, such as Pampers, Tide, and Crest, have their own 

distinct brands.  In a house of brands, a more significant investment may be necessary to 

build the product brands, because they are independent and do not benefit from the 

overarching master brand (Maue, 2014c).  For this reason, the house of brands approach 

is not recommended within higher education.  In other industries, such as consumer 

packaged goods, a company with offerings across multiple product categories may 

benefit from this approach (Johnson, 2015).  This strategy enables brands to clearly 
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position themselves in niche markets and specifically target a niche audience (Aaker & 

Joachimsthaler, 2000, p. 11).   

Endorsed brands resemble a house of brands strategy insofar as they are 

independent.  However, they are endorsed by another brand, which is typically another 

brand within the organization, to provide credibility (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000).  

For example, Marriott is an organizational brand that uses endorsed brands for its hotels, 

such as Courtyard by Marriott (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000).  Moving down the 

spectrum, a strategy of sub-brands more closely resembles a branded house.  A sub-brand 

is associated with the master brand, with the master brand maintaining the leading role 

(Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000, p. 12).  Nike Pegasus running shoes are an example, 

using Nike as the primary driver.  There is a closer link between master brand and sub-

brand than there is between endorser and endorsed brand (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 

2000).  

Sub-brands and endorsed brands allow brands to stretch across products and 

markets, address conflicting brand strategy needs, conserve brand-building 

resources in part by leveraging existing brand equity, protect brands from being 

diluted by over-stretching, and signal that an offering is new and different. 

(Rajagopal & A. Rajagopal, 2007, p. 27) 

A branded house leverages a single master brand across an entire organization and 

the organization’s multiple offerings.  A master brand that is established and 

differentiating gives permission for – and lends credibility to – a company trying to enter 

new product categories (VanAuken, 2000, p. 282).  As a unifying umbrella across all 

categories, the master brand provides leverage for a suite of product or service offerings.  
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This approach provides clarity for consumers and employees, and it “maximizes synergy, 

as participation in one product creates associations and visibility that can help in another” 

(Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000).  It is more efficient to build and maintain a master brand 

than a house of separate brands (VanAuken, 2000).  This difference is noteworthy for 

higher education institutions, which invest smaller percentages of their operating budgets 

in marketing compared to the corporate sector.  The investment of fewer resources is a 

byproduct of institutions’ nonprofit status and of the fact that marketing is newer to the 

sector and less understood.  This lower level of investment presents a paradox for higher 

education, because while a branded house is better suited to and more efficient for 

institutions, “in reality greater resource is often allocated to sub-brands” (Chapleo, 2015b, 

p. 158).   

Corporate examples of branded houses include FedEx and Apple.  Many auto 

manufacturers also take the form of a branded house, such as BMW (Maue, 2014c).  In 

the case of a branded house, the master brand is the primary driver.  Any sub-brand 

merely uses descriptive names to explain their function (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000).  

The branded house approach provides clarity, synergy, and leverage to a company (Aaker 

& Joachimsthaler, 2000).  However, a branded house can make it more challenging to 

target specific audience groups. 

 Aaker’s (2004) concept of a “corporate brand” puts the master brand in an even 

more pronounced leading role.  The concept achieves the same goals as the branded 

house, but the brand also represents the organization itself.  The corporate brand “defines 

the firm that will deliver and stand behind the offering that the customer will buy and 

use” (Aaker, 2004, p. 6).  Therefore, the corporate brand stands for both the organization 
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and the products or services it delivers. The corporate brand is the ultimate branded 

house, taking all the benefits of a master brand – clarity, synergy, and leverage – to the 

next level (Aaker, 2004, p. 6).     

A corporate brand is especially relevant to elite institutions, which are focused on 

maximizing status (Carey, 2013).  The brand represents both the experience students and 

other stakeholders will have and the organization – specifically, what it means for alumni 

to have a degree from a particular institution.  Prestigious institutions, such as Harvard 

and Yale, have taken centuries to organically build strong corporate brands (Dooley, 

2013a).  “A corporate brand will potentially have a rich heritage, assets and capabilities, 

people, values and priorities, a local or global frame of reference, citizenship program, 

and a performance record” (Aaker, 2004, p. 7).  Bulotaite (2003) also pinpointed heritage 

as a competitive advantage for higher education brands.  The corporate brand concept can 

be particularly applicable to colleges and universities that have existed for hundreds of 

years.  Age is one of the three classic reputational drivers for higher education 

institutions, along with size and endowment (Moore, 2004, p. 58).   

Brand Architecture in Higher Education 

 Brand architecture is an area where scholarly research specific to higher education 

is lacking (Chapleo, 2015b).  Colleges and universities employ various manifestations of 

and terms for sub-brands. Brock (2011) used the term “differentiated brand” instead of 

“sub-brand,” citing intercollegiate athletics as a classic differentiated brand at many 

institutions.   

When done correctly, differentiated brands are a marketing win-win.  By creating 

a differentiated (but linked) identity for units that have their own distinct 
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audiences and their own unique key messages, you allow both the core brand and 

the differentiated unit to occupy leadership positions within their competitive 

areas. (Brock, 2011, para. 12)   

Sub-brands are necessary for higher education institutions when individual units 

have their own market segment, with specific target audiences marked by unique 

expectations (Albert, 2008, p. 20).  These different audiences could range from fans of an 

intercollegiate women’s basketball team to donors of the campus art museum to alumni 

of an online MBA program.  In some instances, constituents may identify more strongly 

with the sub-brand than with the master brand (Albert, 2008, p. 20).  VanAuken (2012) 

also recognized the complicated nature of higher education brand architecture and 

advised institutions to have two levels of branding at the most.  “The key thing is to 

figure out what the parent brand (the university) stands for and then to develop a brand 

architecture that integrates each of the university’s major entities as simply as possible” 

(VanAuken, 2012, para. 9).  According to the president of the University of Arizona, sub-

brands play a critical role in higher education, and it is imperative that they align with the 

master brand and are not independent (Ologie, 2015).  Another college president 

explained that establishing sub-brands for programs is “healthy” and “demonstrates 

connectivity with the world” (Ologie, 2015, p. 7). 

Maue (2014c) stated that most higher education institutions use some form of a 

brand stable approach – another term for branded house.  However, universities represent 

such diverse offerings and entities, which can unintentionally lead to a house of brands 

structure (Johnson, 2015).  The three main brand architecture strategies that higher 

education institutions use in a brand stable approach are master brand dominant (master 
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brand holds more equity than sub-brand), shared (master brand and sub-brand have the 

same level of prominence in the brand architecture), and endorser (the sub-brand has 

more equity, and the master brand plays a supporting role) (Maue, 2014c).  Often, 

multiple brand architecture strategies are utilized across an institution.  Deciding which is 

better for an institution – a branded house or a house of brands – is not a binary decision 

(Pattison, 2015). 

As mentioned, a branded house approach is generally recommended for higher 

education institutions. Dholakia and Acciardo (2014) analyzed a state university that 

recognized the need to move to a branded house approach.  This strategy would 

“eliminate the multiple and dissonant messages emanating from a ‘house of brands’” 

(Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014, p. 151).  The university conducted research to determine 

that it “had to become a branded house that would communicate the organization’s core 

strengths in a consistent manner to all its most important audiences” (Dholakia & 

Acciardo, 2014, p. 151). 

Named academic schools and colleges – the Kellogg School of Management at 

Northwestern University is one of hundreds of examples – are among the exceptions to 

the branded house approach, presenting special challenges for brand strategists.  Business 

schools are a prime example of separate brands in higher education (Chapleo, 2015b).  At 

large universities with nationally ranked graduate programs, prospective students are 

looking at the branded business school name above the parent university (Herzberger, 

2015).  Consequently, business schools are increasingly being managed as corporate 

brands (Balmer, Liao, & Wang, 2010).  With the proliferation of independent brands for 
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business schools and medical schools, a standard branded house approach is too 

simplistic and not fully applicable for the industry (Chapleo, 2015b).   

The Role of Leadership in Branding 

Successful Brands in Higher Education 

In a study of universities in the United Kingdom, the two overarching ingredients 

of higher education brand success were a clear vision (including a sound strategy to 

achieve that vision) and the support of leadership (Chapleo, 2008).  In a more recent 

study, Chapleo (2010) pointed to a clear vision, support of leadership, and internal buy-

in.  “Those institutions seen as having successful brands also seem to have support for 

branding from the very top, and this clearly has to play a role” (Chapleo, 2010, p. 176).  

An institution’s leadership must not only support the concept of branding, but the 

president or chancellor and the entire senior team must also actively champion it.  The 

institution’s CEO must provide clear and ongoing support and help remind the university 

community of the school’s brand promise (Sevier, 2010).  Simply put, the CEO should be 

the ultimate brand manager for an organization (VanAuken, 2000, p. 284). 

Leadership Philosophies and Internal Brand Building 

Transformational leadership is more conducive than transactional leadership to 

internal brand building, although elements of each philosophy comprise a brand-oriented 

leadership model (Morhart, Herzog, & Tomczak, 2009).  Morhart et al. (2009) concluded 

that “managers will be most successful in turning their crew into brand champions with a 

combination of a high level of brand-specific transformational leadership and a moderate 

level of brand-specific transactional leadership” (p. 138).  As part of brand-specific 

transformational leadership, leaders should empower their employees, helping them to 
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understand the organization’s brand promise and its values (Shaari, Salleh, & Hussin, 

2015, p. 91).  Leaders are instrumental in acting as role models and “translating the 

brand’s promise into action” for employees (Vallaster & de Chernatony, 2006, p. 772). 

Faculty are another critical part of the branding process, because they interact 

with students and thus deliver on the brand promise (Dholiakia & Acciardo, 2014).  

“Campus marketers have an obligation to demonstrate how the brand-building process 

affects – and reflects – the professoriate.  Because professors are often the pillar of a 

school’s brand, this exchange is essential” (Whisman, 2009, p. 368).  Getting internal 

stakeholders behind the brand can be a challenge, as previously outlined, because faculty 

often have more autonomy and harbor their own perceptions about branding.  Engaging 

internal audiences in the process and garnering their support are requisite steps for 

success, because the brand must resonate with the faculty and staff who are ultimately 

responsible for the brand experience.  “Successful implementation of a brand strategy 

requires agreement, commitment, and cooperation” from internal stakeholders (Sevier, 

2014, p. 4).  Whisman (2009) defined this disciplined approach as internal branding.  

When universities define internal branding as a formal program of engaging 

internal constituents in a dialogue about the brand development process, when 

they are willing to apply the ‘corporate’ practice of identity-building, then the 

opportunity exists for universities to agree that internal branding can become their 

most valuable intangible asset. (p. 369)     

Strong brands start from inside an institution, beginning with core values (Sevier, 

2014).  This attention to internal operations and culture is true for all service brands (de 

Chernatony & Segal-Horn, 2001).  Successful brands in higher education are able to align 

http://creighton.summon.serialssolutions.com/search?s.dym=false&s.q=Author%3A%22Hasnizam+Shaari%22
http://creighton.summon.serialssolutions.com/search?s.dym=false&s.q=Author%3A%22Salniza+Md+Salleh%22
http://creighton.summon.serialssolutions.com/search?s.dym=false&s.q=Author%3A%22Zolkafli+Hussin%22
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behaviors from faculty and staff with brand values (Sujchaphong, Nguyen, & Melewar, 

2015, p. 16).  Disney is the classic example of a high-performing service brand in the 

corporate sector (Hayes, 2009b).  Effective service brands have explicit values that both 

internal and external audiences can clearly understand (de Chernatony & Segal-Horn, 

2001).  This “corporate culture” serves as the platform for the brand promise (VanAuken, 

2000, p. 283).  Private sector culture and academic culture, however, do not necessarily 

align.  The commercial sector approach of control to ensure strong consistency in living 

the brand promise is not “desirable” or “enforceable” (Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014, p. 

16).  Waeraas and Solbakk (2009) examined a brand strategy process at a European 

university and found that the organizational culture was counter to the notion of 

consistency.  “The complexity of the organization, its different units and not least the 

typical university tradition of granting a significant degree of freedom to faculty 

members, made the notion of consistency seem irrelevant, inappropriate, and – to some 

faculty members – insulting” (p. 458). 

Therefore, the heart of the leadership challenge is to engage a broad range of 

internal constituents in the process, but at the same time move the process forward to 

substantive action.  Sevier (2005) explained that total internal support is not realistically 

achievable and should not be the goal.  Rather, leaders should work to build enough 

support in order to confidently proceed.  Failing to recognize the role of internal 

constituents and meaningfully involve them in the process is the most detrimental 

branding mistake that colleges and universities make (Whisman, 2009). 
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Summary 

Because of the host of challenges facing colleges and universities in a rapidly-

changing higher education landscape, branding has emerged as an institutional necessity. 

However, many challenges – specifically ones resulting from decentralized 

organizational structures – exist within academia to develop and manage a single 

coherent brand.  The nature of larger institutions amplifies the conundrum.  How is it 

possible for a multi-campus research university to truly have an all-encompassing brand 

that is coherent across all of its campuses?  This issue was the central research question 

of the dissertation in practice.  Waeraas and Solbakk (2009) posed a similar question: “Is 

it possible at all to define a consistent and differentiated essence of a university?” (p. 

459).  In a broader context of public organizations, Waeraas (2008) asked, “How can 

public organizations with inconsistent values and multiple identities encapsulate and 

articulate an overall identity in a coherent manner?” (p. 213). 

This chapter has given context to higher education branding by examining other 

sectors: public, nonprofit, and private.  Higher education is not the only industry with 

complexities that make branding a formidable task.  Public and nonprofit organizations 

share many of the same issues.  Like colleges and universities, these entities can also 

have multi-faceted missions and multiple stakeholder groups to serve.  Many of these 

organizations are also service brands whose “product” is intangible.   

Colleges and universities can learn from corporate branding practices.  Focus, 

consistency, and control are primary tenets of corporate branding, but focus is difficult to 

attain when branding a large multi-campus university with a comprehensive and diverse 

mission.  Private sector branding concepts such as the corporate brand, branded house, 
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and sub-brands can offer insights for major public institutions.  In a branded house, there 

is one master brand that serves as the primary driver and is leveraged across all the 

organization’s products or services.  A branded house may employ sub-brands for 

specific offerings, and these sub-brands fall under the master brand, which still serves as 

the overarching frame of reference.  Typically, this approach is recommended for higher 

education institutions, but there are several challenges to successfully develop and 

manage a branded house.  The larger and more complex the institution, the more potential 

obstacles there are. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The scholarly and professional literature has provided a full context for exploring 

brand coherence in a higher education setting.  The literature review examined the field 

of branding in the public, nonprofit, and private sectors.  While private sector approaches 

to branding can help higher education institutions, the culture and organizational 

structures in academia pose challenges to these strategies.  The complexities of higher 

education branding are magnified at larger universities because of their size and scope. 

The scholarly research is more limited when it comes to solutions or successful 

examples of comparable institutions.  It is rare to find a university of this type with a 

coherent brand.  Hence, the researcher identified and explored a major multi-campus 

public institution with a seemingly coherent brand, using a single case design.  This 

chapter describes the case study methodology, detailing the design and the procedures for 

conducting the study. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this case study was to examine a major multi-campus public 

research university with brand coherence across its institution.  The case study explored 

the phenomenon of brand coherence through the perspectives of senior administrators 

whose areas of responsibility are closely connected to the university’s brand. 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of the case study was to develop an evidence-based set of strategies and 

recommendations to enhance brand coherence across all campuses of a peer institution.  
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By developing a more coherent brand, the peer institution would be better positioned to 

strengthen its reputation across the entire university and achieve its strategic priorities. 

Research Questions 

The following research question guided the qualitative study: given the 

aforementioned challenges and complexities, how can a major multi-campus public 

research university truly achieve brand coherence across all of its campuses?  This 

research question was central to the case study, and it also prompted additional questions:  

what, for instance, are the elements needed to develop and manage a coherent brand? 

Should institutions employ strategies from corporate branding?  What is the role of 

institutional leadership? 

Method Rationale 

The primary focus of the qualitative case research was to seek a deeper 

understanding of the factors involved in developing and managing a coherent brand 

across a large, multi-campus university.  The various descriptions of a case study are 

consistent with the objective of this research.  Gerring (2004) defined a case study as “an 

intensive study of a single unit for the purpose of understanding a larger class of (similar) 

units” (p. 342).  In its focus on a single unit, the case study represents a useful design for 

exploring practical problems (Merriam, 1998).  State University served as this single unit.  

With its many campuses, schools, and departments, State University could also be 

considered a single case with embedded units (Yin, 2009).  However, the researcher 

utilized a holistic design rather than an embedded case study design that would 

concentrate on the various individual campuses of the institution.   



BRAND COHERENCE AT A MULTI-CAMPUS UNIVERSITY 41 

The qualitative case study is “an approach to research that facilitates exploration 

of a phenomenon within its context using a variety of data sources” (Baxter & Jack, 

2008, p. 544).  In the present case study, the phenomenon was brand coherence at a large 

multi-campus public university.  Yin (2009) defined a case study similarly, as “an 

empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its 

real-life context” (p. 18).  The following methodology allowed for in-depth exploration of 

the phenomenon within its actual setting.  

Representing a social constructivist worldview, the qualitative research took the 

form of an exploratory case study focusing on State University, a public research 

university with 20-plus campuses, more than 100,000 students, more than 500,000 living 

alumni, and nearly 20,000 faculty and staff.  In addition to the various campuses, State 

University includes a teaching hospital.  One of the top-ranked public universities in the 

United States and a member of the prestigious Association of American Universities, 

State University has a comprehensive mission that combines excellence in teaching, 

research, and public service.  The university is the only land-grant institution and largest 

public university in its state.  State University – an integral player in the fabric of its 

home state – has a direct and indirect economic impact on the state, totaling several 

billion dollars.   

As a major multi-campus public institution with a single coherent brand, this 

university fits the study criteria.  State University is recognized by higher education 

leaders as having a strong unified brand, even though it is a large, complex institution 

with more than 20 campuses, plus an online education campus (Ologie, 2015).  Prior to 

the dissertation in practice, the researcher had also observed a sense of brand coherence 
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in State University, a peer institution of the researcher’s employer.  Just one 

representation of this coherence is State University’s use of the same mascot name across 

all of its campuses.  Pushing beyond this one manifestation of the university’s coherence, 

then, the researcher wanted to understand the essence of the broader phenomenon.   

Participants 

Semi-structured interviews with senior administrators addressed the case study’s 

research questions.  The perspectives and experiences of top university officials shed 

light on the development, evolution, and stewardship of the brand.  To gain entry to the 

university, the researcher spoke to the vice president responsible for marketing to explain 

the purpose of the study.  The vice president welcomed the proposed case study, and the 

researcher provided a list of potential interviewees.  They jointly reviewed the list, and 

the vice president made suggestions and revisions.  This vice president, whose unit is 

responsible for developing and carrying out marketing strategies to advance the mission 

of the university, served as the researcher’s primary point of contact at State University.   

Participants were solicited via email, and their administrative assistants were 

copied on the communication in order to assist in scheduling interview appointments 

(Appendix A).  When applicable, email solicitations mentioned that the vice president 

had recommended that the researcher contact them (Appendix B).  If there was no reply, 

the researcher would send a follow-up email.  The main hurdle anticipated by the 

researcher was availability, considering that these were predominately high-ranking 

officials at the university and it was a busy time early in the fall semester.  The vice 

president for marketing also cited this as a concern.   



BRAND COHERENCE AT A MULTI-CAMPUS UNIVERSITY 43 

In addition, the researcher was prepared to address potential questions if any 

administrators had reservations about participating due to the researcher’s affiliation with 

a peer institution (the two institutions are in the same competitive set with possibly some 

degree of competition for high-ability students looking at large public universities with 

nationally ranked programs).  This concern was not a factor; State University senior 

administrators were exceptionally collegial.  In three cases, a senior leader was 

unavailable, and that person then offered to have a direct-report participate in an 

interview.  Only five senior administrators declined to participate or did not respond.  The 

vice president for marketing mentioned multiple times that he was impressed with his 

colleagues’ high participation in the study. 

Criteria for the selection of interviewees included the participants’ leadership role 

at State University in areas that are most closely associated with the institution’s brand.  

The overall group encompassed the five core A’s of an institution from a brand strategy 

standpoint: admissions, academics, athletics, alumni, and advancement (Sevier, 2006).  In 

addition to gaining insights from the university’s central leadership and various 

marketing leaders, it was paramount to hear the perspectives of leaders from multiple 

campuses.   

The sample consisted of four categories of senior executives: central 

administrators, marketing professionals, Lake Campus administrators, and State Campus 

administrators, as shown in Table 1.  There was some overlap among these groups.  For 

example, the vice president overseeing marketing is part of the first two categories as 

both a central administrator and a marketing leader.  The researcher interviewed a total of 

22 senior executives.  Fourteen of them were considered State University central 



BRAND COHERENCE AT A MULTI-CAMPUS UNIVERSITY 44 

administrators with responsibilities spanning all campuses; 10 had 

marketing/communications responsibilities at State University at the central, campus, 

school, or unit level; four had responsibilities specific to Lake Campus (the largest 

campus in the system); and four worked at State Campuses (with each administrator 

representing a different campus).  One of the participants was a recently retired senior 

administrator.  There was also one interview with an outside consultant – the president of 

a consulting firm that worked with the university on a major visual identity project.   

Table 1 

Categories of Senior Administrators Interviewed 
 
Administrator Classification Number of Interviewees 
Central Administrator (System-Wide Role) 14 
Marketing Professional (Marketing and Communications) 10 
State Campus Administrator 4 
Lake Campus Administrator 3 
Outside Consultant 1 

  
The interviewees represented a broad range of functional areas, covering the most 

notable target audiences: faculty, staff, prospective students, current students, alumni, and 

donors.  The functional areas represented included  

• academics,  

• administration and finance,  

• admissions,  

• advancement (development/fundraising),  

• alumni relations,  

• athletics,  

• human resources,  

• marketing and communications,  
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• online education,  

• State Campuses, and  

• student affairs.   

Additionally, the State University senior administrators who were interviewed were 

diverse in terms of their titles, which ranged from president to deputy director, as shown 

in Table 2. 

Table 2 

Titles of Interviewees by Category 
 
Central 
Administrators 

Marketing 
Professionals 

State Campus 
Administrators 

Lake Campus 
Administrators 

President Vice President Chancellor Executive Director 
Senior VP Associate VP Director Director 
Vice President Executive Director  Deputy Director 
Associate VP Senior Director   
Assistant VP Director   
Dean    
Executive Director    
Senior Director    

 
Of the 21 State University senior administrators interviewed, there were five 

women.  Six interviewees were members of the president’s council.  The research design 

included gaining insights from senior leaders outside of central administration and Lake 

Campus.  Each of the four State Campus administrators who participated in the study 

represented a different campus – Green Park, Greenfield, Greensburg, and Greenville – 

with each campus ranging in size from just more than 1,000 students to nearly 5,000 

students.  These interviews occurred by phone after the campus visits and the majority of 

the interviews had taken place.  Moreover, they reached saturation, with the campus-level 

senior administrators providing consistent qualitative information.  Table 3 provides a 

more detailed breakdown of the senior administrators by role and campus. 
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Table 3 

Breakdown of Senior Administrator Roles by Campus Responsibility 

Senior 
Administrator 
Code 

Central 
Administrator 
(CA) 

Marketing 
Professional 
(MP) 

State Campus 
Administrator 
(SCA) 

Lake Campus 
Administrator 
(LCA) 

Outside 
Consultant 
(OC) 

SA1  MP  LCA  
SA2 CA     
SA3 CA MP    
SA4 CA MP    
SA5 CA     
SA6    LCA  
SA7 CA MP    
SA8 CA     
SA9    LCA  
SA10 CA MP    
SA11 CA     
SA12 CA     
SA13 CA     
SA14 CA     
SA15  MP SCA   
SA16 CA MP    
SA17 CA MP    
SA18  MP SCA   
SA19  MP SCA   
SA20 CA     
SA21   SCA   
SA22     OC 

 
Because Online Campus administrators work with all of the campuses, they were 

included in the central administration category.  As Table 3 shows, six participants were 

central administrators with marketing roles.  Not all of these administrators were part of 

the central marketing unit (under the vice president for marketing).  Some of these 

officials had marketing and communications responsibilities for other university-wide 

units, such as alumni relations, development, and Online Campus. 

Instrumentation 

In-depth interviews served as the primary source of data.  The semi-structured 

interviews featured open-ended questions, allowing for flexibility, the ability to expand 
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upon topics, and ultimately richer qualitative information.  Yin (2014) characterized this 

approach as “guided conversations rather than structured queries” and advised using 

“how” questions (p. 110).  An interview guide steered the discussion and evolved 

throughout the study.  The researcher did, however, pose the following core questions to 

every participant: 

• How has the university been able to achieve brand coherence – the coherence 

that the researcher perceives from the outside – across the entire university?  

What have been the most significant factors? 

• There are many challenges to having a coherent brand in higher education, 

especially at large, complex institutions.  How does your university deal with 

these challenges? 

• What has been the role of leadership in the process, and how has that 

impacted the institution’s ability to achieve brand coherence? 

The researcher asked these and other probing questions to garner thick 

descriptions of qualitative information.  The flexibility of the interviews also allowed the 

researcher to ask questions specific to the interviewee’s role or location.  For example, 

staff at State Campuses were asked about the balance between wanting to retain students 

at their campuses for all four years versus seeing some of them leave after two years to 

transfer to Lake Campus.  Marketing professionals outside of central administration were 

asked how they interface in their roles with the central marketing team.   

The researcher also conducted a pilot interview with a marketing colleague at his 

institution to determine if the initial set of questions elicited responses with the necessary 

depth to generate rich qualitative information.  The pilot interview was helpful, because 
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the data collection depended on asking good questions to generate the dialogue needed to 

yield extensive evidence (Yin, 2014).  The researcher then refined some of the questions.  

In addition, the researcher was mindful of reflexivity, which Yin (2014) called a “mutual 

and subtle influence between you and the interviewee” (p. 112).  Reflexivity can come 

from the conversational nature of the interview, where the participant shares what the 

interviewer wants to hear (Yin, 2014).  For example, the researcher remained mindful of 

reflexivity during the discussions when questions arose from interviewees about his 

experiences at his own university, a peer institution of State University. 

The Researcher’s Role 

Because the researcher is the main instrument for both data collection and data 

analysis, it is important to identify and monitor bias (Merriam, 2002).  Reflection is a 

central characteristic of qualitative research, and the researcher incorporated reflective 

practices throughout the study (Creswell, 2014).  The researcher took notes during each 

interview, and the walking or driving to and from different campus office locations 

between interviews provided reflection opportunities after an interview and in preparation 

for the next.  These opportunities for reflection served as a mechanism to bracket his 

biases and bring the researcher’s preconceptions to the surface.  “Bracketing is a 

methodological device of phenomenological inquiry that requires deliberate putting aside 

one’s own belief about the phenomenon under investigation or what one already knows 

about the subject prior to and throughout the phenomenological investigation” (Chan, 

Fung, & Chien, 2013, p. 1).  The researcher was mindful of this concept throughout the 

study, as recommended by Chan et al. (2013).  The use of open-ended questions – 

avoiding leading questions and maintaining the researcher’s curiosity – also helped to 
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bracket the researcher’s knowledge and experiences and ensure that the participants 

expressed themselves as freely and openly as possible.    

The researcher also chose to drive, rather than fly, to State University.  This 

logistical aspect of the study enabled the researcher to more easily get to one of the State 

Campuses, in addition to visiting Lake Campus.  A beneficial byproduct of the long drive 

was ample time for reflection.  The researcher was able to reflect on some of the 

responses he expected to receive (based on his own experiences) and hence become more 

aware of these perceptions so that they would not influence the data collection and 

analysis processes.  Formal and informal observations also stimulate reflection, and 

Creswell (2014, p. 202) recommended spending prolonged time in the research setting.  

The researcher took ample opportunities throughout his stay for informal observations.  

Concurrent to the case study research, the researcher had been working at his own 

institution with its leadership to develop, champion, and deploy a coherent brand strategy 

across the entire university – which also operates in a largely decentralized manner – and 

all of its campuses, including one of the campuses where he previously served as a senior 

administrator.  During this time of change and uncertainty in higher education, leaders 

must be open and flexible.  The same mindset was applied to the dissertation in practice.  

Prior to the campus visits and data collection interviews, the researcher had limited 

knowledge of State University beyond surface-level perceptions that the institution 

appeared to have brand coherence.  The researcher also asked colleagues at other 

institutions as well as higher education consultants for other examples of major multi-

campus public universities with brand coherence.  None emerged.  Therefore, the 

researcher entered the data collection process with an open mind and great curiosity to 
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gain a deep understanding of what made State University different.  In this regard, the 

researcher tried to mimic leadership traits that successful higher education leaders 

espouse – a fervent curiosity and a “thinking gray” approach – to remain open-minded 

(Panas, 2009; Sample, 2003.) 

Data Collection Procedures 

The researcher conducted a site visit to State University over the course of three 

days in September 2015.  The first day consisted of travel to State University; a campus 

tour of one of the State Campuses, State University Greenfield; and an interview at Lake 

Campus.  The campus tour at Greenfield served as a useful piece of case study evidence – 

direct observation.  The second day included eight face-to-face interviews.  The third day 

consisted of five face-to-face interviews.  The interviews averaged 32 minutes in length, 

and all were recorded with the permission of the participants.  The remaining eight 

interviews were conducted by phone.  The researcher digitally recorded the in-depth 

interviews and took notes during the conversation to get a head start on identifying 

themes and patterns. In addition, the researcher repeated highlights back to the 

interviewee to ensure accuracy.  All interviews were transcribed using a transcription 

service, Rev.com.  During the visit to Lake Campus, the researcher stayed at the campus 

hotel, dined on campus exclusively, and spent time exploring all parts of campus to get a 

feel for the institution’s culture.  This time included going for a run at the end of the first 

two days for a self-guided tour of Lake Campus, which is approximately 8,000 acres. 

Document and website review also formed part of the data collection process, 

with a focus on analyzing marketing-related institutional documents that would include 

brand messaging, such as marketing presentations and admissions materials targeting 
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prospective students.  The researcher asked participants to provide materials or 

foundational documents that would provide context for the development and management 

of a coherent brand across State University’s large institution and provide a sense of 

institutional culture.  Historical information via website review and the perspectives of 

long-time senior administrators was also crucial in revealing relevant past milestones and 

leadership decisions that had impacted and shaped the State University brand. 

Data Analysis Plan 

The recorded interviews were transcribed and stored electronically.  Data analysis 

took on an inductive strategy (Merriam, 2002).  The researcher reviewed the data and 

coded it by hand to maximize his familiarity with the information, reading each transcript 

multiple times.  He did consider software to assist with the data analysis.  However, the 

researcher felt very close to the data and determined that hand-coding would be better 

suited to the complexity of the phenomenon at hand.  Using computer-assisted tools to 

analyze case study evidence can be challenging, and thoroughly reading through notes 

and transcripts several times is required for qualitative data analysis (Roberts, 2010; Yin, 

2014).  The researcher’s immersion in the data allowed for a better understanding of the 

materials.  Even though the purpose of reading through the transcripts the first time was 

to identify any errors or mistakes made by the transcription service, themes began to 

emerge.  After making corrections, the researcher sent transcripts to the interviewees for 

review to ensure accuracy.  Subsequent reviews of the transcripts and data analysis did 

not occur until interviewees responded or their deadline to respond passed.  The 

researcher communicated that if no response came, he would assume that they were 

comfortable with the accuracy of the transcript. 
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A small number of codes – fewer than 10 – were identified prior to data 

collection.  The majority of the codes emerged during data analysis.  The combination of 

predetermined and emerging codes is typical of qualitative research (Creswell, 2014).  

The researcher used a master-coding list of more than 60 codes and noted within each 

interview when there were multiple references to a code.  There was ongoing review of 

the data with continual coding and organization and eventual categorizing into themes 

and patterns.  The coding process was a cyclical act, as described by Saldaña (2009): 

Rarely is the first cycle of coding data perfectly attempted.  The second cycle (and 

possibly the third and fourth, and so on) of recoding further manages, filters, 

highlights, and focuses the salient features of the qualitative data record for 

generating categories, themes, and concepts, and grasping meaning , and/or 

building theory. (p. 8) 

Verification 

After the interviews were transcribed via the outside service, the researcher 

reviewed the transcriptions, listened to the recordings, and made corrections to any errors 

made by the transcription service.  (The majority of the errors were related to specific 

names – names of particular campuses, locations, programs, or terminology specific to 

higher education).  Following the edits, the researcher then emailed a Word file of the 

transcript asking the interviewee to review it for accuracy (Appendix C).  As part of this 

verification process, four interviewees responded with edits to provide clarification to 

their responses.  Eight other interviewees responded to acknowledge the message or to 

confirm the accuracy.  Ten interviewees did not respond.  Thus, the researcher assumed 
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that they were comfortable with the transcript’s accuracy, per the email communication 

that he had sent. 

The researcher also utilized the director of marketing research at his institution to 

serve as a peer examiner, reviewing the codes and subsequent organization into 

categories and sub-categories.  While the in-depth interviews served as the primary data 

source, document and website review served as additional data sources to validate 

qualitative information collected in the interviews.  Multiple methods of data collection 

enhance the validity of a case study’s findings (Yin, 2014).  Merriam (2002) identified 

three major sources of qualitative data – interviews, observations, and documents.  The 

researcher triangulated all three data sources.  Yin (2014) identified six sources of 

evidence for case study research – documentation, archival records, interviews, direct 

observations, participant observation, and physical artifacts (p. 105). 

The researcher also used member checking with his primary contact at State 

University (the marketing and communications vice president) as well as another central 

administrator, who had more than 30 years’ worth of institutional knowledge working at 

State University.  To validate the findings, the researcher shared the themes and sub-

themes with both of these senior administrators.  Both of the senior leaders confirmed 

that the themes that emerged in the case study were consistent with their experiences 

there. 

Ethical Considerations 

The case study involved individuals in entirely noninvasive activities, so the 

research was eligible for exempt review status (which it received from Creighton 

University’s Social Behavioral Institutional Review Board, as shown in Appendix D).  As 
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part of the application for exempt review status, the researcher provided a letter of 

agreement from the research site, State University (Appendix E).  The vice president 

responsible for marketing and communications at State University submitted this letter, 

indicating that the institution’s leadership was supportive and pleased to participate.  In 

addition, the researcher contacted the Institutional Review Board at State University.  

State University reviewed the IRB submission materials for Creighton University and 

determined that further review by State University’s Institutional Review Board was not 

required. 

Confidentiality and anonymity were maintained in the case study.  The researcher 

informed interviewees that their name and specific role (using a specific title and campus, 

such as assistant dean for admissions at State University Green Park) would not be used 

in direct relation to any statements or ideas used in the dissertation.  At various times, the 

researcher reflected on the decision to maintain anonymity, because the qualitative 

information could have perhaps been richer if tied directly to the perspective of a specific 

individual or position.  No names or specific titles were used in correspondence with 

quotations or statements.  In addition, the researcher guaranteed confidentiality in that 

any other names of individuals mentioned during the interview would not be used. 

Yin (2014) discussed the choice of anonymity with case studies – both at the 

entire case level and with regard to the individuals who are integral components of the 

case.  His preference is to disclose both the case and the individuals (Yin, 2014).  

Disclosure can be helpful for the reader, who may have other or previous knowledge of 

the case.  In the case of State University, anonymity was the selected route.  While the 

topic was not controversial, the institution – like many its size – has dealt with 
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controversy in the past.  Furthermore, the researcher sensed that the Informed Consent 

Form (Appendix F), providing anonymity for the interviewees, gave reassurance to some 

participants and allowed them to provide deeper descriptions and richer information in 

their responses. 

The researcher was also cognizant of his own biases and did not allow them to 

interfere with the study.  His thoughts, perceptions, previous experiences, and previous 

knowledge of the single case study institution and of his own institution did not influence 

the interpretations of the data.  As previously outlined, taking time to reflect at multiple 

points of the data collection process – during travel to the case study site and between 

interviews, for example – helped to identify biases and reduce their influence. 

Summary 

The researcher utilized a case study method to explore brand coherence at a major 

multi-campus public research university, selecting State University as the single unit in 

the case study for its perceived brand coherence.  In-depth interviews with senior 

administrators served as the primary data source.  The participants were senior officials 

whose areas of responsibility were directly related to the institution’s brand.  During a 

visit to State University, the researcher conducted 14 interviews.  The researcher 

conducted an additional eight interviews by phone, speaking with representatives from 

four different State Campuses.  The interviews were semi-structured, allowing for 

flexibility to capture the breadth and depth of the phenomenon. 

An outside source transcribed the interviews, and the researcher reviewed the 

transcripts, corrected any errors, and sent the transcripts to participants to ensure 

accuracy.  Next, the researcher began the cyclical process of coding and categorizing the 
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qualitative data.  For triangulation, document and website review as well as direct 

observation were also part of the data collection and analysis process.  The result was rich 

qualitative data, and several key themes emerged, which the researcher explores in detail 

in chapter four. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 As stated in chapter one, the case study explored the phenomenon of brand 

coherence at a major multi-campus public research university.  Brand coherence is 

challenging in higher education settings, particularly at large, complex institutions such 

as State University, which has more than 20 campuses.  This chapter considers the 

research question of how this type of university can achieve brand coherence despite the 

challenges and complexities associated with higher education brands.  Chapter four first 

outlines the organizational factors that have led to brand coherence.  The findings then 

touch on the cultural factors that contribute to State University’s brand coherence.  Next, 

the chapter examines the role that State University’s central marketing plays in the 

institution’s brand coherence.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this case study was to examine a major multi-campus public 

research university with brand coherence across its institution.  The case study explored 

the phenomenon of brand coherence through the perspectives of senior administrators 

whose areas of responsibility are closely connected to the university’s brand. 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of the case study was to develop an evidence-based set of strategies and 

recommendations to enhance brand coherence across all campuses of a peer institution.  

By developing a more coherent brand, the peer institution would be better positioned to 

strengthen its reputation across the entire university and achieve its strategic priorities. 
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Summary and Presentation of Findings 

 Yin (2014) outlined four general strategies of case study data analysis, including 

“relying on theoretical propositions” and “working the data from the ground up” (p. 136).  

Because of the case study’s exploratory nature, the researcher did not rely on theoretical 

propositions.  Rather, the researcher utilized an inductive strategy rooted in exhaustive 

content analysis of the data. A theme is an “outcome of coding, categorization, and 

analytic reflection” (Saldaña, 2009, p. 13).  Chapter four is arranged by the themes and 

sub-themes that emerged from the qualitative data about the phenomenon of brand 

coherence at State University.  The three overarching themes addressing the purpose of 

the study were (a) necessary academic and administrative infrastructure, (b) strong 

culture and brand values, and (c) marketing’s role in reflecting, reinforcing, and 

amplifying the brand. 

The researcher’s assessment regarding overall brand coherence at State University 

– inclusive of all its campuses – was overwhelmingly confirmed through the qualitative 

data.  As a central administrator stated, “There really is this sense that they (State 

Campuses) are part of the same institution.  It’s one university geographically dispersed” 

(Senior Administrator SA13).  A few participants asked the researcher if he had heard the 

phrase “one university geographically dispersed.”  The phrase was used verbatim by 

eight of the 21 State University senior administrators.  Regarding the meaning of this 

internal mantra, another central administrator elaborated, “In terms of just the promise of 

how the institution works, it really does kind of work that way.  No matter where you are, 

you are in one university” (Senior Administrator SA7).  Senior administrators repeatedly 

reinforced this.  “Here, it is both the way we talk about ourselves, but it is the way we 
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live and behave and function” (Senior Administrator SA20).  An additional central 

administrator confirmed, “The campuses are part of our everyday psyche” (Senior 

Administrator SA16).  The sentiment was echoed at the State Campuses. “I think that’s 

certainly true that we all feel like we’re part of the State University brand, and since the 

brand’s so strong, we’re all proud to be a part of it” (Senior Administrator SA18). 

Many interviewees were not able to explain the whys and hows of State 

University’s brand coherence.  The range of responses confirming this inability included 

the following: “It’s tough to pinpoint even for those of us who work here” (Senior 

Administrator SA1).  Three interviewees referred to the phenomenon’s ingredients as a 

“secret sauce.”  Long-tenured senior leaders mentioned that it has been an evolution that 

has taken time.  One central administrator called it “an evolution that seemed 

appropriate” (Senior Administrator SA8).  A long-standing marketing professional called 

it “multi-layer, multi-level,” which is manifested through the themes and sub-themes 

(Senior Administrator, SA3).  Another leader commented, “I think it’s a confluence of so 

many factors that seem to reinforce each other” (Senior Administrator SA5).  Table 4 

displays the themes and sub-themes that emerged from the qualitative interviews. 
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Table 4 

Themes and Sub-Themes From Interviews with Senior Administrators 

      Themes       Sub-Themes 
1. Necessary academic and 

administrative 
infrastructure 

• Single accreditation for the entire institution 
• Unified curriculum and one degree 
• One admissions application and true student 

mobility 
• More centralized environment 

2. Strong culture and brand 
values 

• Land-grant mission 
• Pride and passion of stakeholders 
• The student experience and sense of place 
• Alignment with intercollegiate athletics 
• Importance of symbols and nomenclature 

3. Marketing’s role in 
reflecting, reinforcing, 
and amplifying the 
brand 

• Backing by institutional leadership and 
policies 

• Extensive research to validate the brand 
• Marketing councils to build collaboration 

and trust 
• Multi-dimensional branded neighborhood 

 
Theme One: Necessary Academic and Administrative Infrastructure 

A brand should flow from an institution’s mission; it is based on who you really 

are (Moore, 2010a; Sevier, 2001).  This notion was clearly evident in the interviews with 

senior administrators at State University.  There is brand coherence at State University 

across its 20-plus campuses because the brand reflects how the institution operates.  A 

central administrator described the manifestation of “one university” in the following 

way: “We see it every day.  It’s part of standard operating anymore.  I think people think 

that way and the decisions are made around that” (Senior Administrator SA16).  While 

many senior administrators – particularly those who are newer to the institution – could 

not explain how it became that way, they consistently agreed that the “one university” 

ideal is ingrained in the institution’s fabric.  The most significant contributing factor – 

and first theme – is that State University has the necessary academic and administrative 
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systems in place so that it truly does operate as one institution across its many campuses 

and its online education campus.  The following sub-themes identify those factors. 

Single Accreditation for the Entire Institution 

Higher education institutions are regionally accredited by bodies such as the 

Middle States Commission on Higher Education and the North Central Association of 

Colleges and Schools.  Through peer review, accrediting processes provide assurance for 

students and the public regarding the quality of colleges and universities.  The mission of 

accrediting bodies is to “foster quality, encourage academic excellence, and improve 

teaching and learning” (North Central Association of Colleges and Schools, n.d.).  

Typically, the campuses of major public research universities are individually accredited 

– each campus with its own faculty senate serving as the legislative body for academic 

matters.  That is not the case at State University, an important factor leading to brand 

coherence.  A central administrator explained the implications of single accreditation: 

One thing that makes an enormous amount of difference with one accreditation is 

that the faculty are in charge of the academic programs on State Campuses. Our 

faculty senate is a unified faculty senate; it isn’t a Lake Campus senate and a 

campus senate. Faculty are in charge of the curriculum in the Online Campus. 

(Senior Administrator SA13) 

Another central administrator described the importance and uniqueness of single 

accreditation: 

We have a single accreditation and it is a university, geographically dispersed or 

distributed as you hear it…The notion is we are a single university and that’s 

where we differ from (peer institutions). Those are places that have different 
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regional accreditation. Everybody is unique there…We take this very seriously 

that we are a single university. (Senior Administrator SA12) 

Unified Curriculum and One Degree 

A single faculty senate means that academic courses are the same across the entire 

institution serving approximately 100,000 students.  A central administrator involved in 

academics explained how this works: 

Students feel like they’re really at State University, and they are at State 

University. A diploma from State University does not indicate campus; it 

indicates their major and their degree, so Bachelor of Arts or Bachelor of Science 

or Bachelor of whatever, and then the major, so the degree is not campus specific. 

It is a State University degree. The courses they’re taking are all approved 

through a common faculty senate, so if a new course is offered at a State Campus 

for their students, then it has to come through the university faculty senate here, 

and it’s a huge senate…If there’s a course – let’s say Calculus 1 – that course has 

a common syllabus, so if it’s taught here or at Greensburg or any of the other 

campuses, it’s got the same syllabus. Well, let me say the same objectives; of 

course, a faculty member can tweak the syllabus so they can have five quizzes 

instead of a mid-term and a final, or something like that, but the objectives are the 

same. The content has to be the same, so we don’t want a curriculum here, say an 

Engineering curriculum, saying well, you took Math 140 at a State Campus, but 

we only accept 140 taken at Lake Campus.  It’s not going to cut it, and if I hear 

something like that, I’m on them immediately. (Senior Administrator SA8) 
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The institution is diligent about ensuring that there is not a difference in quality 

across the educational experience extending to all locations.  The same disciplined 

approach applies to State University’s operation of its Online Campus, which is 

intentionally not a separate entity from an academic standpoint.  The central 

administrator outlined the structure of Online Campus: 

Our online campus doesn’t have its own faculty. The faculty are all hired through 

the colleges, so they’re adopting curriculum from the colleges and offering it 

online…We did that very intentionally. We didn’t want people perceiving a 

difference in quality. Again, if a student takes Math 140, Calculus, through the 

Online Campus, everybody’s supposed to accept it, because it’s the same 

instructors, same basic content. It’s just a delivery mechanism. (Senior 

Administrator SA8) 

Online Campus, which serves adult learners, has experienced significant growth, and 

senior administrators are proud of its quality.  Its strength is derived from being a State 

University degree rather than a State University Online Campus degree.  A marketing 

administrator remarked, “It’s really about the quality and credibility of the degree, of the 

teaching and learning, and the caliber of the faculty.  The same faculty that teach in the 

classroom teach online.  The degree, the diploma, has State University on it” (Senior 

Administrator SA10).  Other senior administrators also emphasized that faculty are in 

charge of the curriculum at Online Campus and that online education was not developed 

simply to generate revenue for the university.  Many online institutions and online 

programs tout their convenience, but State University’s Online Campus is careful not to 

overly focus on that type of messaging.  High quality, rather than convenience, is its main 
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selling point.  Online Campus is not easy; it has the same academic rigor as on-campus 

courses.  The Online Campus brand is State University’s brand.  This brand strength has 

produced additional benefits as well; for instance, a higher percentage of Online Campus 

graduates join the State University alumni association than graduates whose experience is 

at one or more campuses. 

The power of one degree – a diploma that does not specify campus or location – 

and the quality of that degree are central to the State University brand.  One of the State 

Campus marketers clarified this point: 

They all identify with that very strong central brand. We go to fairly significant 

lengths when we are recruiting students to talk about how wherever you attend, 

whether you’re at State University Greenville or State University Greensburg or 

State University Green Park, you graduate with a State University degree, so that 

that idea of wherever you’re at these different locations that might be more 

convenient for the commuter, or the adult learner, ultimately you become part of 

this one thing, this one entity. (Senior Administrator SA4) 

One Admissions Application and True Student Mobility 

In terms of State University’s processes, the sense of one institution begins with 

the admissions application for prospective students.  Rather than having separate 

applications for each campus, there is a single application for the entire institution, and 

applications are handled centrally.  In fact, the admissions staff at the State Campuses are 

responsible for recruiting students from their geographic region (each State Campus has a 

defined geographic service region), not just for their own individual State Campus.  A 

State Campus administrator in marketing added: 
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The expectation is that all admissions recruiters will represent the full offerings of 

the university. While recruiting to one’s specific college/campus location is the 

specific charge, an admissions representative is understood to be recruiting for the 

larger university, helping prospects make the decision of location based on their 

unique interests and aspirations. (Senior Administrator SA15) 

The admissions application process asks prospective students to determine an intended 

program of study, as well as their starting and ending campus.  While not all programs 

are offered at each campus location, students can essentially start on any campus.  The 

application asks for an alternate choice of starting campus.  Because of high demand, 

acceptance to Lake Campus can be difficult.  The largest and most well-known of the 

campuses, Lake Campus is considered the quintessential college experience and is more 

selective.  However, if students are in good standing (C average or better) after two years, 

they can transition to Lake Campus – or any State University campus for that matter.  

This is called the 2+2 plan.  This 2+2 arrangement is core to State University.   

After two years, when a student in good standing has the option of moving to 

Lake Campus, State University does not even refer to that as transferring – or as an 

intercampus transfer.  The student is not “transferring” from one campus to another; 

rather, State University simply calls it a “change of campus.”  According to a central 

academic administrator, “They’re just changing campus.  They’re not reevaluated in any 

way.  If they’re a student in good standing, they’re going to come here, without 

questions” (Senior Administrator SA8).  Another colleague said, “There isn’t any 

transference of credit issues.  The articulation is pure” (Senior Administrator SA20).  

This fluidity describes the educational experience for many students, as more than 50% 
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of State University students begin on a State Campus.  A Lake Campus administrator 

elaborated on the process: 

This is truly a system where we’ve got a guaranteed 2+2 transfer option. We don’t 

call it a transfer; we call it change of campus assignment because we don’t want 

to stigmatize the students that they’re actually transferring to another institution. 

Our English 101 course is the same across the system, so there’s no question 

about it that the Lake Campus faculty has approved the syllabus.  The syllabus is 

taught the same at all of the campuses, so a State University course is a State 

University course no matter where you take it, and there’s 20 undergraduate 

campuses. (Senior Administrator SA9) 

A senior leader from central administration affirmed: 

It’s one university but its 20 (plus) campuses.  It’s a point of mobility from all 

over the state for people from all walks of life, and there’s a flexibility inherent in 

what we now have where it can be four years in Greenville or it can be 2+2 or it 

can be Online Campus. (Senior Administrator SA7) 

The educational experience is similar across the university and, as previously 

mentioned, high in quality.  State University monitors student success to validate this.  

According to a central administrator, “You can’t tell the difference between who started 

at Lake Campus and who started at a State Campus” (Senior Administrator SA13).  

Another central administrator shared impressive figures regarding student success across 

campuses: the six-year graduation rate for students who start at Lake Campus is 

approximately 86%, and for students who start at a State Campus and finish at Lake 

Campus it is approximately 83%.  The average time to graduate for those who start at 
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Lake Campus is approximately 4.3 years; for students who start at a State Campus and 

finish at Lake Campus, the average is approximately 4.5 years. (Senior Administrator 

SA8) 

More than a quarter of the State Campuses are full-fledged four-year campuses. 

As the researcher noticed on a tour of the Greensburg campus, State University 

Greensburg has the feeling of a small four-year private college.  Students can have a 

traditional college experience on these campuses.  They can live on campus, and they can 

participate in intercollegiate athletics, for example.  While State Campus students can 

move to Lake Campus after two years, an increasing number spend all four years at 

Greensburg.  The researcher asked (this question was not on the original list) whether 

senior administrators felt that there was tension between the State Campuses and Lake 

Campus in terms of competition for students.  A central administrator provided an 

explanation: 

We don’t see the campuses putting a lot of pressure on students to stay, because if 

they did, it would affect their freshman enrollments, because local guidance 

counselors at the high schools in Greenfield would say, ‘Well, don’t go to the 

Greenfield campus, because they're going to try to force you to stay there.’ 

(Senior Administrator SA8) 

State Campus administrators confirmed this viewpoint.  Student mobility, in fact, can 

help State Campuses in recruiting.  One State Campus marketer articulated the benefit of 

having true student mobility in the system: 

About half of our students stay all four years here at Greenfield. We always look 

at all of the degree programs that are offered at the university, and the opportunity 
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to have students here for two years, is a strong positive for us. We don’t view that 

as really getting the students for two years and then they leave. We love the fact 

that we can offer them a huge number of degree choices and start those first two 

years here. Then a lot of them go on – if they’d like – anywhere they want to go in 

the system, and of course, an overwhelming number go to Lake Campus. They 

can go anywhere they want to get their degree. (Senior Administrator SA18) 

The brand coherence at State University mirrors the academic experience that students 

have across the institution. 

More Centralized Environment 

 While State University is a large, complex institution that – like many other major 

multi-campus public research universities – is largely decentralized, it does have stronger 

central oversight than one might expect of an institution its size, as nearly all of the 

central administrators pointed out.  This reality stems in part from the understanding – 

and the support systems resultant from the understanding – that State University is one 

university, which naturally lends itself to a stronger role for central administration.  

Interviewees also cited the university’s history, illustrating, as one central administrator 

put it, that centralization has been “a very strong thing here that everybody felt and 

honored in a way that didn’t always happen at (another university)” (Senior 

Administrator SA20).  This administrator described it as “a cohesive kind of corporate 

entity in a way that is not always found at other institutions” (Senior Administrator 

SA20).  Another central administrator expounded on this idea, comparing State 

University to other large institutions at which he has worked: 
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There is a culture that helps with this cohesion.  It’s aided by a central decision-

making apparatus with more control than I’ve at least seen having been in other 

systems, where chancellors had nowhere near the level of control and influence 

that President (Name) has or vice chancellors for that matter too.  It was much 

more diffuse.  It’s kind of backed by policy. (Senior Administrator SA7) 

Other senior administrators who had worked at large multi-campus institutions echoed 

this sub-theme, explaining that State University is “a little more of a corporate entity” and 

“a little more top-down” (Senior Administrator SA20).  Another central administrator 

simply stated, “It’s a pretty centralized university in terms of the way it’s managed” 

(Senior Administrator SA2).  This perspective was reiterated by State Campus 

administrators.  One administrator confirmed, “There are many aspects of our university 

operation that are centralized – sometimes to the dismay of individual units, sometimes to 

our frustration, often to our benefit” (Senior Administrator SA15).  

Multiple participants mentioned advancement as one of the more centralized 

operations at State University.  None of the unit-level development officers, while housed 

in the individual schools and units, report to the dean of their academic school.  Rather, 

they report through the central vice president for development, and most of their salaries 

come from a central university development budget.  This centralized structure 

contributed to the success of State University’s most recently completed comprehensive 

fundraising campaign, which had uniform campaign themes and uniform messaging 

across the entire institution.  

Centralization takes different forms depending on the functional area.  The area of 

finance and administration is another function that is centralized.  The campuses each 
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have their own fiscal officer who has a dual reporting line – both to the campus 

chancellor and a direct line to State University central administration.  There is also a 

vice president in central administration who has oversight of the State Campuses.  This 

central office works to provide support as needed and allow the campuses to function as 

autonomously as possible in regard to daily operations.  A central administrator added, 

“We are there ready to support them as we go along. We are not involved in the day-to-

day decisions” (Senior Administrator SA12).  If, for instance, a State Campus wants to 

develop a new degree program to serve the economic development needs of its region, it 

must go through a central approval process.  Once the program is approved centrally, the 

campus then implements locally. 

However, one central administrator stated that it is sometimes a surprise for new 

chancellors who come from other institutions to lead a State Campus and expect it to be 

like a small college presidency with complete control of their campus.  This realization 

can make the first-year transition challenging for new chancellors coming from outside 

State University.  Nevertheless, the transition has been smooth for one State Campus 

administrator who is fairly new to State University and called the relationship with 

central administration a “model that is based on collaboration” and a “friendlier system” 

than what the administrator had experienced elsewhere (Senior Administrator SA21). 

Theme Two: Strong Culture and Brand Values 

 A brand flows from an organization’s mission and values – an indispensable 

factor in State University’s brand coherence across its entire institution of 20-plus 

campuses and approximately 100,000 students.  State University has values that are truly 

lived and understood throughout the university, which have over time yielded a strong 
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culture.  Brand strategy should be in accordance with an institution’s values, and there is 

evident synergy around State University’s brand values (Blanton, 2007).  Balmer and 

Liao (2007) asserted that a brand values approach is the ideal way to manage a higher 

education brand.  This approach fosters an emotional relationship (actualization) with the 

brand.  Several sub-themes materialized that have shaped State University’s culture and 

brand values. 

Land-Grant Mission 

 In 1862, the Morrill Land-Grant College Act (or Morrill Act) created land-grant 

institutions in the United States (Hayden-Smith, 2012).  As a result of the Morrill Act, the 

federal government provided states with land that state legislatures could sell to fund 

public universities (Hayden-Smith, 2012).  With the changing social and economic times, 

this landmark act “enabled state governments to provide higher education in agriculture, 

science, and mechanical arts,” whereas institutions to that point had largely focused on 

the traditional liberal arts (Hayden-Smith, 2012, p. 42).  State University is its state’s only 

land-grant institution, and its history of serving the state is deeply embedded in its 

culture. 

Multiple central administrators emphasized the significance of State University’s 

land-grant mission, and one senior leader referenced comments made by the external 

review team during State University’s recent reaccreditation process:  

It’s quite fascinating that we just had the [name] accreditors through, and this was 

a comment that they actually made. ‘There are many land-grant institutions, but 

somehow you live this mission differently than everybody else does.’ I think the 

State Campuses, Lake Campus, Online Campus – it’s like multiple entry points 
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into the same educational realization, and people sense that we are of this state. 

(Senior Administrator SA13) 

Another central administrator called it “a commitment as a land-grant institution to really 

serve the state” (Senior Administrator SA3).  Another official agreed, “The brand is very 

powerful.  I think to some degree it comes from being a state and land-grant university” 

(SA16). 

Pride and Passion of Stakeholders 

 There is a certain passion – among both internal and external stakeholders – that 

exceeds that of other universities.  Strong pride in State University is palpable and was 

consistently brought up by high-ranking central administrators who had worked at other 

institutions.  One senior leader addressed how this pride is manifested in State University 

faculty: 

It’s real, and it is reinforced by faculty. It’s interesting to me…coming from 

[another institution’s name] where you don’t have that. There’s a lot of people 

who love the institution (there) but you don’t have faculty who are like ‘rah-rah.’ 

They are just the opposite…Here the faculty have bought into it, and so they are 

right there with it, and the employees are. You just have this kind of this 

community where the students, the faculty, the staff, the symbols are all…seem to 

be aligned and reinforcing each other. (Senior Administrator SA7) 

Another senior executive said that “people are people” and that this had been the 

case everywhere she had worked but noted that there is still a level of pride at State 

University she had not seen at other institutions.  “People that come here feel it” (Senior 

Administrator SA14).  A senior administrator who had worked at another large multi-
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campus public university said that the sense of pride among internal constituencies is 

“rather extraordinary” (Senior Administrator SA20). 

More than half of the interview participants spoke about the passion of State 

University’s alumni.  The university’s alumni association has one of the highest numbers 

of paid members among institutions in the United States, demonstrating the alumni base’s 

pride and support.  Multiple senior administrators told stories of wearing State University 

apparel at an airport or in another country, which elicited the exchange of a traditional 

“State U” chant.  A central administrator shared, “It’s not uncommon you’ll hear the 

stories of, I’m in China…or I’m in Italy or I’m in Hawaii or whatever. Somebody has a 

State University shirt on and somebody yells to each other, ‘Hey, [State U chant]’” 

(Senior Administrator SA3). 

This support also manifests in fundraising success, both annually and in 

comprehensive campaigns.  The university’s endowment is more than $2 billion.  One 

Lake Campus administrator articulated a few of the reasons for the passionate alumni 

population: 

Everybody here has some strong positive connection point back to the university. 

There’s some part of their DNA that drives them back to being supportive of State 

University. I think that makes it more authentic than other places that are just 

simply universities plopped down in the middle of (a major metropolitan city). 

(Senior Administrator SA6) 

A State Campus administrator continued: 

We talk a lot about…the sheer power of that loyalty when it comes to alums.  

Sometimes, when we do that, I wonder if that’s us just talking to ourselves – that 
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is, if many institutions don’t see themselves the same way.  But there does seem 

to be something to our affinity base. (Senior Administrator SA15) 

Many administrators referred to stakeholder pride and passion in an abstract way, 

using the phrase that “there is something” or “there’s something about State University.”  

For example, “There is something here that’s even a little more crazy and heightened in 

terms of passion for the place” (Senior Administrator SA2).  A marketing administrator 

remarked that “connection” and “loyalty” were the best words to describe the 

phenomenon, calling it “this unbelievable sense of commitment and community the 

people at State University – once they come out of here – feel” (Senior Administrator 

SA10).  One Lake Campus administrator spoke about the congruence between the 

university values and the characteristics of the state, stating, “It’s a really proud state” 

(Senior Administrator SA6). 

“People are very proud of their State University roots and background,” 

summarized one administrator (Senior Administrator SA3).  This pride and passion is 

connected to the strength of State University’s brand and plays an integral role in the 

institution’s success across many measures, including record levels of prospective student 

applications for admission, alumni association memberships, and philanthropic support. 

The Student Experience and Sense of Place 

 The brand is built on the experiences that stakeholders have with the institution, 

and the passionate alumni base is a byproduct of the experiences that students have had 

while on a campus.  One central administrator stated, “I have never seen this kind of 

pride in an institution among a group of students…It does not matter where they’re 
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located; they’re just very proud to be a part of State University” (Senior Administrator 

SA20).   

Why do students feel this way?  How is this palpable pride fostered?  Several 

executives identified the immersive nature of the educational experience, which is driven 

by Lake Campus’s geography.  Location and the physical environment are supporting 

factors for a strong university brand (Chapleo, 2008; Mayer, 2014; Pinar et al., 2014).  A 

central administrator explained, “We’re kind of out here in the middle of nowhere…It 

really is a huge part of people’s lives out here, the institution” (Senior Administrator 

SA14).  Another Lake Campus administrator confirmed, “State University drives the 

fabric and the culture of this community” (Senior Administrator SA6).  One of the central 

administrators said that it is a “very remote place” and that it was even more remote “30, 

40, 50 years ago” (Senior Administrator SA2). Another central administrator stated that 

at Lake Campus “you’re pretty much here. This is your existence…Everything is here” 

(Senior Administrator SA4).   

 Because of the 2+2 arrangement, many students who start at one of the State 

Campuses have some experience at Lake Campus, and that experience is powerful.  Even 

students who spend all four years at a State Campus to earn a baccalaureate degree feel 

like they are part of State University.  One State Campus administrator commented: 

I really even think with our alums, we have a significant amount of 2+2 alums…I 

think that they see themselves as Staters [of State University], not disconnected 

from the entire university, but also a lot of our especially younger alums, who 

have had a four-year experience here, they’re definitely Staters. (Senior 

Administrator SA19) 



BRAND COHERENCE AT A MULTI-CAMPUS UNIVERSITY 76 

Some key unifying events and activities are central to the student experience and 

impact students across the institution.  Football is one.  A central administrator described 

the resonance that football has on the student body: 

There is a common sort of experience with football; everybody loves the 

experience on this campus.  They come excited, there’s history, no matter where 

they are coming from they feel a part of one university.  Then most of them come 

here and then have a really great experience in a nice community that they 

remember forever. (Senior Administrator SA7) 

The unifying experience of football is not limited to students at Lake Campus, as one 

central administrator explained: 

Football games at Lake Campus, there’s nothing else like that in the system of 

State University of course…We have coming up soon a State Campus Day, where 

all the students from the State Campuses will come and be part of this game. 

There’ll be about 15-20,000 of these students. They look forward to that. That is 

their one game, and that is their team and they’re really a part of it all – doesn't 

matter where they’re located. (Senior Administrator SA20) 

 The most high-profile events are system-wide events.  Part of the impact of these 

events is that they are powerful shared experiences.  Football is one example, and student 

fundraising is another.  The latter includes one of the largest student-organized 

fundraisers in the world, raising millions of dollars each year.  Student organizations for 

this fundraiser exist on every campus of State University, once again transcending just 

the Lake Campus experience.  A senior official from central administration commented: 
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All those students from the campuses come to Lake Campus to participate in this 

massive event in the spring. So they’re not always left to their own devices to do 

their own things in their communities. They’re really a part of this larger thing 

that is State University. The way in which they’ve bought into all of that, without 

really questioning it or feeling like second-class citizens, is kind of remarkable. 

(Senior Administrator SA20) 

The brand-building impact of the student fundraiser even extends to high schools in the 

state.  One senior leader added that there are approximately 150 high schools in the state 

that have their own version of this fundraiser.  Like the funds raised from the university 

fundraiser, the dollars generated from the high school fundraisers benefit State 

University’s children’s hospital.  These activities are all part of the immersive student 

experience at State University that cultivates what Bulotaite (2003) calls university 

heritage, which consists of both material and immaterial heritage.  “University heritage is 

not only transferred, but is also constantly developed and created.  It is a living heritage; 

otherwise, it would not interest young people” (Bulotaite, 2003, p. 450). 

Alignment With Intercollegiate Athletics 

As discussed under the previous sub-theme, football is a prominent and unifying 

part of the student experience.  State University’s intercollegiate athletics program is a 

major NCAA Division I program with more than 20 men’s and women’s sports teams.  

Many interviewees acknowledged that the visibility of athletics, especially athletics at 

such a large institution, serves as a “front door” or “front porch” or “the window” to the 

institution.  This perspective is consistent with literature stating that athletics, because of 

its high visibility, can impact – both positively and negatively – the overall reputation of 
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an institution (Hutchison & Bennett, 2012; Roy, Graeff, & Harmon, 2008).  The impact 

can be positive in that “the public perception of a university’s athletic programs is often 

considered a principal aspect in building the brand image of the respective institution” 

(Lee et. al, 2008, p. 178).  On the other hand, Sevier (2001) contended that athletics can 

be a “brand usurper” (p. 92).  In the case of State University, however, intercollegiate 

athletics lives by the institution’s brand values.   

As one Lake Campus administrator summarized, “The majority of the time, 

somebody’s first impression of the university is through intercollegiate athletics” (Senior 

Administrator SA6).  At State University, athletics extends beyond bringing attention to 

the university (and trying to build or advance the institution’s brand).  Rather, it is about 

living the values of the institution.  Insofar as the values of the university’s athletics 

programs are congruent with those of the institution as a whole, those programs – and the 

exposure they offer – represent a significant driver of the institution’s brand coherence. 

Hutchison and Bennett (2012) cited several ways in which athletics can deviate 

from the institutional brand, including using separate logos and wearing a variety of 

alternate uniforms.  More notably, in a case study of a NCAA Division I institution, these 

researchers found incongruence between university core values and what occurs in 

intercollegiate athletics, according to stakeholders.  The researchers concluded that 

university marketers need to consider separate “brand images” for their institutions – one 

for athletics and one for academics.  The opposite has been the case at State University; 

university core values are reflected in both areas, and this alignment is critical to the 

institution’s brand coherence.  Participants talked about athletics’ emphasis on academics 
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and integrity, how they embody the blue-collar nature of the state and the university, and 

how they place the institution above the individual. 

A senior leader explained that athletics at institutions like State University are 

going to “exist in a huge way whether you like it or not…let’s make sure we use it in the 

very best way that we can” (Senior Administrator SA6).  The official continued, 

explaining the desire to take advantage of having hundreds of thousands of people on 

campus over the course of the fall for football Saturdays:  

Shame on us if we don’t take advantage of that and leverage that opportunity to 

communicate all the other great things that are happening on campus from a 

research and academic and service perspective.  I think those are really important 

pieces. (Senior Administrator SA6) 

This senior administrator praised university leaders and colleagues for understanding “the 

power of athletics.”  This executive had worked at other large public institutions and said 

that State University “embraces” athletics and its role far more than the other institutions 

did.   

A central administrator was among those who reinforced this sub-theme.  “I think 

if you would really look at the way they run that athletics program, it’s values-

oriented…There’s a lot of consistency there.  I don’t see it as counter at all to anything 

we do” (Senior Administrator SA6).  As evidence, the athletics department was in the 

midst of a strategic planning process when the researcher was doing qualitative 

interviews.  There were more university participants on the strategic planning committee 

from outside athletics than there were athletics staff members on the committee.  From a 

marketing standpoint, there are many connections from athletics to the institution.  
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Athletics is a key member of central marketing’s University Marketing Council.  There is 

also close alignment between the institution’s visual identity and the athletics 

department’s – both share a focus on the eagle.   

Importance of Symbols and Nomenclature 

 The sense of one university geographically dispersed is strengthened through the 

use of consistent nomenclature.  As mentioned, Lake Campus is by far the most 

recognized among the 20-plus campuses at State University – because of its size, with 

approximately 40,000 students; its major NCAA Division I athletics program; and the 

quintessential college experience that students there enjoy.  Yet, in 22 interviews, not one 

interviewee referred to it as the “main campus” or the “flagship campus.”  The name 

“Lake Campus” was always used.  Similarly, no one referred to the State Campuses by 

terms such as “branch campus,” “satellite campus,” or “regional campus,” which can 

convey hierarchy within a system.  The term “State Campuses” was consistently used. 

 A central administrator explained that one might have heard “branch” 20 years 

ago and that they had worked hard to eliminate use of the term “main campus” (Senior 

Administrator 13).  Another central administrator said that it has been a “very specific 

effort and sort of cultural change to now” (Senior Administrator SA11).  Newcomers to 

State University said that they quickly learned that the terms “main campus” and “branch 

campus” are not used.  One of the State Campus marketers summarized that “the use of 

terms ‘flagship’ and ‘branch’ do nothing to inherently raise the stature of the campuses” 

(Senior Administrator SA15).  Another State Campus marketer advised, “Oh, don’t say 

‘branch’ around here” (Senior Administrator SA19).  One central administrator shed light 

on the significance of the nomenclature: 
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It’s much more than the semantics.  It really is.  It’s a funny thing because it just 

happened sort of invisibly.  I don’t know that anyone ever is really reflecting on 

that…There is no conversation about the main campus or any of that stuff you’d 

find someplace else.  It really is a difference that you will find throughout the 

organization.  People have a different lexicon when they talk about those things, 

and they fully believe it. (Senior Administrator SA20) 

The State University brand, then, reflects reality, and such nomenclature reflects a 

core truth of the institution.  As one central administrator stated, “The campuses are 

really the lifeline of the entire institution.  I think that’s well understood, whether it’s 

faculty, current students, alumni” (Senior Administrator SA16).  One long-tenured 

administrator pointed back to an institutional identity effort in the 1980s as a turning 

point.  Its objective was “to bring them (the State Campuses) into an identity system that 

really gave them a much stronger visual bond to the university and incorporated them in 

other ways” (Senior Administrator SA5).  Removing the term “branch campus” from the 

lexicon was also a goal of this institutional identity effort.  The administrator continued: 

There was a need to pull the university together, and not only on the part of the 

campuses, but on the part of the entire academic enterprise…We had institutes, 

centers, colleges, each with their own logo. It was a mess – a veritable, visual 

cacophony if you will. (Senior Administrator SA5) 

Interestingly, a more coherent visual identity system was needed for the purpose of a 

comprehensive fundraising campaign.  This fundraising campaign was key to achieving a 

visionary president’s ambitious strategic plan. 
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One of the most visible ways in which the “one university geographically 

dispersed” mantra comes to life is through the State University nickname.  The Eagles 

mascot name is used for Lake Campus and its NCAA Division I athletics program, but it 

is also used across all of the campuses.  Several other State Campuses have 

intercollegiate athletics, many of which are at the non-scholarship NCAA Division III 

level.  These campuses all have the same Eagles nickname, which serves as an important 

– both symbolic and real – unifying factor for the entire institution.  NCAA Division III 

State University Green Park is the Eagles just like NCAA Division I State University 

(Lake Campus) is.  When the researcher took a campus tour of State University 

Greenfield, he noticed the Eagle logo on the middle of the football field and throughout 

the campus’s athletics facilities – in addition to seeing its consistent use all over campus. 

The Eagle symbol has become a dominant part of State University culture, and the 

Eagle sculpture on the Lake Campus cements this point.  This sculpture is a rallying point 

for stakeholders.  It is not only the most photographed location at Lake Campus, but is 

also one of the most photographed locations in the entire state.  There is a replica of the 

Eagle statue on every campus, and this is an enormous point of pride.  (A few 

administrators did mention that the size of the statues on the State Campuses is slightly 

smaller than the original one at Lake Campus, which was dedicated in the first half of the 

20th century.)  At every campus, these sculptures serve as a physical representation of the 

one university.  The Eagle sculpture is also the inspiration for the university’s official 

logo, once again unifying the entire institution.  A central administrator explained that 

these sculptures are on every campus “so that when you walk on the campus you clearly 

know it’s State University and it’s (the) State University Eagles” (Senior Administrator 
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SA3).  A State Campus administrator said that their sculpture “ties us so much to the 

university in a visual way.  People really feel like a part of it” (Senior Administrator 

SA18).  Another central administrator called these Eagle sculptures “the perfect 

symbolism,” because “wherever you’re in State University, there’s an Eagle sculpture; 

there has to be one” (Senior Administrator SA13).  Another senior leader said that the 

university relies on symbols and that “the Eagle sculpture is probably one of the most 

passionate symbols across the institution” (Senior Administrator SA16).   

The reliance on symbols is consistent with literature citing the importance of 

symbolic representations in branding (Ali-Choudhury, Bennett, & Savani, 2009).  Ali-

Choudhury et al. [2009, p. 14], for instance, posited that symbolic representation is one of 

three major brand components, along with a set of realities and collection of 

promises.  Curtis et al. (2009, p. 412) stated that a corporate brand projects its values, 

culture, and identity through symbols.  State University has exceled in creating 

meaningful tangible representations of the intangible educational experience.  These 

symbols give meaning to being part of State University and are instrumental in fostering 

students’ lifelong association with the institution (Balmer & Liao, 2007).  Vallaster and 

de Chernatony (2006, p. 769) added that “brand-related symbols” often have meaning for 

an organization’s members but that outsiders may not be able to interpret them.   

The researcher visited the Eagle sculpture during his trip to State University; he 

also saw one during his campus tour at State University Greenfield.  A marketing and 

communications staff member provided a campus tour of State University Greenfield, 

and seeing the Eagle sculpture there was an important piece of direct observation.  The 

researcher also reviewed a suite of marketing materials from State University Greenfield 
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– all of which look like those from State University.  The location is prominent in these 

marketing materials, but it is clear that State University Greenfield is a sub-brand of State 

University and that State University is the master brand.  When one of the central 

administrators learned that the researcher had toured the Greenfield campus, the senior 

leader asked if the researcher had seen the admissions office there, because “it’s 

decorated in [school colors], it’s got State University all over it. All the symbols are the 

same. You probably saw the Eagle sitting in the middle of the campus there” (Senior 

Administrator SA8). 

Theme Three: Marketing’s Role in Reflecting, Reinforcing, and  

Amplifying the Brand 

Brand coherence is a result of how the university functions in its day-to-day 

operations.  It is not a byproduct simply of what the central marketing team does.  The 

central marketing unit plays an important role in reflecting, reinforcing, and – to some 

extent – amplifying the State University brand.  As a central administrator in marketing 

said, “We don’t do anything that wouldn’t feel really right to a Stater.”  Furthermore, 

central marketing administrators ensure that their work supports key institutional 

priorities.   

State University’s marketing and communications function is decentralized.  

Marketing and communications professionals are spread across the university.  

According to one senior leader from outside of marketing, there are approximately 50 

different marketing and communications offices – some with multiple staff members – 

around State University.  These staff members do not report to the central marketing team 

under the vice president for marketing.  For example, a director of marketing and 
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communications at a State Campus would typically report to the campus chancellor, and 

a director of marketing and communications at an academic school would typically report 

to the school dean.   

Backing by Institutional Leadership and Policies 

Because of the aforementioned decentralization, the central marketing team is in a 

position of having to influence, rather than being able to control.  However, it is backed 

by policy and the overall sense that central administration has stronger oversight than 

what might be found at other institutions.  A central administrator cited “the combination 

of a strong expectation set by the president and provost for getting in line with central 

communication’s brand and identity work, coupled with the existence of policies that 

provide (this) office with said authority” (Senior Administrator SA7). 

 Another central administrator called the State University policies related to 

marketing “pretty strong” (Senior Administrator SA16).  For example, if a marketing 

office at one of the campuses or one of the academic units wants to hire an advertising 

agency, a market research firm, or any outside consultant, the office must get the 

approval of the central marketing team.  This official explained that the central marketing 

office has developed strong relationships with key units and that these relationships are 

considered partnerships.  Therefore, ideally the central team does not have to rely on the 

policies, because unit-level marketing offices are already on board. 

Extensive Research to Validate the Brand 

 In the early 1990s, State University was one of the first public universities in the 

United States to establish a marketing office.  This office has always adhered to a 

research-informed approach, and research was one of the main tenets of its original 
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formation.  A central marketing executive reflected, “Some of our earliest work involved 

campuses where we went in and did very in-depth studies of campuses and multiple 

populations in those campuses and have been building out ever since that time” (Senior 

Administrator SA16) 

 This early market research approach helped the central marketing team get 

“strong buy-in across the institution” (Senior Administrator SA16).  Since then, in-depth 

market research has been made available across the institution, resulting in “a shared 

understanding of the brand” (Senior Administrator SA16).  Many marketers noted the 

university’s commitment to market research, one calling it “very, very serious research 

and data gathering” (Senior Administrator SA3).  Of particular note is the extensive 

research conducted with employers and corporate recruiters to ensure that State 

University is delivering its brand promise from the perspective of those who work with 

and hire their graduates.  Employers reinforce the way that State University describes the 

educational experience.  The research done with this constituent group is a powerful 

validation of the brand. A senior administrator explained: 

You talk to employers and…they will say things like, ‘Yeah, of course we are 

recruiting our share from Harvard and other places, and you get certain kinds of 

just incredible high achievers, but – what we really need in bigger numbers – this 

is where we get just really smart talented well-rounded people who can function 

well in the workplace.’ For some reason this place attracts that kind of person and 

churns them out. (Senior Administrator SA7) 

Another central administrator in marketing provided an in-depth explanation of 

this process and what State University is known for among employers: 
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I would say over the years it’s been a very, very consistent finding, regardless of 

how you articulate it, that we hear frequently…we’ll run a study of maybe VPs of 

research in major engineering and technology corporations.  That’s what we hear 

all the time – that we can take one MIT, one grad from MIT, but maybe our 

backbone is going to be (State University graduates) because they are folks who 

know how to work in teams and get the job done. What I’m saying is this is a 

consistent finding. This is something we've heard for many, many years here. The 

brand is very powerful. (Senior Administrator SA16) 

The use of research is a best practice that is noted in other case studies (Dholakia & 

Acciardo, 2014).  The most common participants in higher education market research are 

key target audiences, namely prospective students and alumni/donors.  The research that 

State University conducts with employers is indeed a best practice to ensure that what the 

institution is delivering – strong graduates ready to contribute in a knowledge-based 

economy – is consistent with the brand promise that it expects and communicates.   

Marketing Councils to Build Collaboration and Trust 

 Because the central marketing unit must largely influence rather than control, 

there must be mutual trust.  Several unit- or campus-based marketers alluded to strong 

relationships with central marketing.  As one Lake Campus administrator explained, 

“Brand consistency, fundamentally within an organization, is based on trust.  It’s based 

on the partner unit’s willingness to say that we trust you guys know what you’re doing, 

we trust that when we provide input you listen to us” (Senior Administrator SA10).  The 

central marketing unit has engaged colleagues across the university in two meaningful 

ways, Regional Marketing Councils and the University Marketing Council, as important 
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ingredients in relationship- and trust-building.  Nearly all marketing administrators 

mentioned one or both of these groups during the qualitative interviews. 

State University has State Campuses scattered around two large metropolitan 

areas and major media markets.  The central marketing unit has established a regional 

marketing council for each large market.  The Regional Marketing Councils are big 

groups, bringing together State Campus chancellors as well as marketing and admissions 

leaders; their purpose is to coordinate efforts.  Such collaboration leads to maximizing 

coherence.  As a State Campus administrator described: 

They include representatives from not just marketing at the campuses that are 

located in those marketing regions but the chancellors in each location, 

admissions folks, so it’s kind of all of the outwardly focused folks at those 

campuses. That’s been great because it’s allowed us to coordinate initiatives in 

these markets, get everybody on the same page. (Senior Administrator SA18) 

Interestingly, no State University campuses reside in either large city.  Instead, campuses 

are scattered outside of these areas, which is a byproduct of when and how some of the 

State Campuses were founded.  For example, one campus is a former Air Force base, and 

another campus is an education center once operated by another college.  One senior 

administrator provided some historical context: 

We exist in these areas around major metro areas, but we really don’t have a 

heavy downtown presence in either [city name] or [city name]. We’re in all this 

donated space, or space that was selected 100 years ago that surrounds the city in 

these little pockets, but doesn’t necessarily reach well into the city. (Senior 

Administrator SA10) 
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Two marketing professionals were interviewed from State Campuses surrounding 

these cities.  Both marketers talked about the councils’ value in providing opportunities to 

collaborate.  The councils also help State Campus marketers understand the “why” 

behind strategies employed at the central level and give State Campus administrators a 

voice.  In highly competitive markets, it is essential for all campuses to coordinate 

efforts.  A State Campus marketer continued:  

In these markets it’s particularly important for all of us to be pulling together, 

rowing together, because the market’s so expensive that if we don’t extend the 

State University brand collectively, we’ll never be able to get a piece of the 

market individually. (Senior Administrator SA18) 

 In similar fashion, the central marketing team created the University Marketing 

Council, a “multifaceted group of marketing and communication professionals,” that 

includes representatives from “athletics, the colleges, development, alumni relations,” 

according to a central administrator (Senior Administrator SA3).  Online Campus is also 

part of the group.  Such partnerships build trust.  The senior official continued, “It’s been 

really helpful to talk about what’s happening in our different areas and how we can 

collaborate more, share content more, think more about how we broadly tell our story” 

(Senior Administrator SA3).  This group is smaller than the Regional Marketing 

Councils, limited to about 10 or so marketing leaders who have some significant budget 

oversight.  Another administrator remarked: 

All of the major units, like Athletics, the Alumni Association, Outreach and 

Online Education, Undergraduate Admissions, the medical college and medical 

center, and a few others, comprise membership for a central university marketing 
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council…and we have responsibility to ensure alignment with the parent brand, 

but in a decentralized model. (Senior Administrator SA17) 

It is critical for the central marketing unit to have the support of this group for major 

initiatives.   

Multi-Dimensional Branded Neighborhood 

 State University resembles a branded house.  Yet, this corporate approach to 

brand architecture is much easier said than done when applied to higher education 

settings, especially at large institutions.  The sub-brands in State University’s version of a 

branded house vary as a reflection of the university’s complexity.  For example, State 

University’s Lake Campus has some named academic colleges (named after significant 

donors).  As discussed in the literature review, named academic units – particularly 

business schools – are one area where the donor name can become the more dominant 

brand.   

Other universities have also dealt with this issue, such as Arizona State 

University, another large public research institution.  When the university created a new 

vice-president-level chief marketing officer position in 2013, determining whether the 

institution was going to be a branded house or a house of brands was among the new 

executive’s first priorities (Dillon, 2015).  Arizona State determined that a branded house 

was the better approach. 

At State University, meanwhile, even the named academic units are sub-brands.  

(The structure of a sub-brand would be, for example, the State University Jones School of 

Business rather than the Jones School of Business at State University.)  It was important, 

then, to have the interview participants’ perspectives on named academic units.  An 



BRAND COHERENCE AT A MULTI-CAMPUS UNIVERSITY 91 

administrator from one of these units described the relationship between the university’s 

master brand and the college’s brand: 

[Named college] is one hundred percent reliant on the overarching State 

University brand…At different points in time… – even before I arrived – we’ve 

reached out to alums to better understand the affinity and connection to [named 

college].  Not surprisingly, it always comes back that, while there is a growing 

connection to the name and the brand of the [named college], the first and 

foremost connection is to State University as a university.  We always connect the 

two. (Senior Administrator SA1) 

In the same manner, the State Campuses are sub-brands, with State University 

being the master brand and the State Campus location serving as the sub-brand.  

However, some students have their entire four-year experience on a State Campus, 

engendering loyalty to that particular campus.  As one State Campus marketer 

commented, “There’s a huge allegiance to Greensburg and we’re seeing that in how they 

communicate with us, how they support the campus philanthropically” (Senior 

Administrator SA19). 

While State University resembles a branded house, the size and complexity of the 

institution make that approach to brand architecture too simplistic.  One senior leader 

described State University’s multi-pronged mission as follows: “We do everything from 

canoe rentals to discovering planets outside our own solar system and everything in 

between” (Senior Administrator SA5).  It is unlikely that an institution such as State 

University would ever achieve a perfect branded house.  The variety of different State 

University websites is illustrative.  At the time of interviews, the University Marketing 
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Council was in phase two of an initiative to collectively rework the State University web 

space for a more unified web presence across the institution. 

In a qualitative study of higher education chief executives and marketing and 

communications professionals from the United Kingdom, participants argued that “there 

is no evidence of a clear model for constructing a brand in institutions such as 

universities, particularly in relation to the corporate brand (overall university level) 

relationship to sub brands (school or faculty level)” (Chapleo, 2015b, p. 157). As 

mentioned, the desired branded house approach in higher education is not as 

straightforward for multi-dimensional institutions.  Even for an institution like State 

University that does have brand coherence, a branded house – a strategy that originated 

with product branding – is not the appropriate descriptor.  A better term for the brand 

architecture at State University would be a branded neighborhood.  The branded house 

from Aaker and Joachimsthaler’s (2000) brand relationship spectrum is a much more 

linear approach, while a branded neighborhood positions the master brand as the primary 

driver but still acknowledges the multi-dimensional nature of colleges and universities.  

A branded house is more uniform. In a branded neighborhood, houses may carry out 

different facets of an overall mission, but houses are all part of the same neighborhood 

and share core characteristics.   

Developing a new branded neighborhood framework for brand architecture is 

consistent with the earlier discussion from the literature review about corporate branding 

strategies not always translating easily to higher education, specifically regarding the 

difficulty in translating the essence of a complex university into a single identity 

(Chapleo, 2010; Waeraas & Solbakk, 2009).  Leadership at State University echoed this 
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position.  A central administrator, who views State University’s breadth of scholarship as 

a strength, explained, “We are in really exciting dynamic dimensional places, and to try 

and reduce it to a single quality and communicate it that way I think can serve to limit 

what makes the institution really special” (Senior Administrator SA7).   

Analysis and Synthesis of Findings 

Most case study research about branding in higher education follows a specific 

branding initiative at an institution where the branding process represents a change for 

the college or university.  These studies have outlined the challenges of branding in this 

sector, as the present case study has done.  The scholarly research has also pinpointed 

ingredients for successful higher education brands (particularly related to branding 

initiatives), such as support from leadership, a clear institutional vision, and involvement 

and buy-in from faculty and staff colleagues (Chapleo, 2010).  This case study of State 

University explored an institution where the brand is strong and where coherence exists 

across the entire institution.  The data collection and analysis produced three key themes 

contributing to State University’s brand coherence: (a) necessary academic and 

administrative infrastructure, (b) strong culture and brand values, and (c) marketing’s role 

in reflecting, reinforcing, and amplifying the brand. 

State University is unique among major multi-campus public research institutions 

for its brand coherence.  The fact, though, that nearly all interviewees spoke about 

challenges or weaknesses adds to the validity of the findings.  Fifteen of the 21 State 

University senior administrators conveyed this outlook, acknowledging that their 

institution and its brand coherence are not perfect.  All four State Campus senior 

administrators noted room for improvement.  They still encounter some colleagues at 
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Lake Campus who partially maintain the attitudes from the past that the State Campuses 

are of lower stature.  Additionally, some State Campus staff members have, on occasion, 

witnessed worries that collaborative marketing efforts in one of the large metropolitan 

areas would benefit one campus more than another.  Some of the State Campuses are in 

economically depressed areas, and they have struggled from an enrollment standpoint 

compared to other campuses.  There are State Campus marketers who would like more 

freedom in their roles or more involvement in central decision-making, and some of them 

believe that the brand coherence throughout State University could be better.  Across the 

university, units remain that do not follow brand guidelines and brand standards as well 

as they should.   

Moreover, some of State University’s strengths – such as having the same 

nickname and athletics logo across all campuses – can present unique challenges.  State 

University’s Division I athletics program at Lake Campus has a multi-million dollar 

contract with an athletics apparel company.  This contract does not apply to the State 

Campuses, so State University Greenfield, for instance, may negotiate its own 

arrangement with a local provider or another apparel company.  As a result, the same 

Eagle logo on Greenfield’s uniforms may appear next to the logo of a different apparel 

company that is not paying millions of dollars to be associated with State University 

athletics. 

Summary 

The present case study explored the phenomenon of brand coherence at a large 

multi-campus university that is known for its coherence.  Because a brand is built by 

everything an organization does and is a reflection of stakeholders’ experiences, the 
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overarching takeaway is that State University’s brand coherence reflects how the 

institution truly operates as one university.  State University clearly fulfills its internal 

mantra of “one university geographically disbursed.”   

Getting to the heart of this coherence through qualitative interviews with the 

institution’s senior administrators yielded definitive themes about the university’s 

infrastructure, its culture, and its central marketing function.  Essentially, the institution 

has the necessary academic and administrative structures in place to be one university, 

starting with its single accreditation for the entire university versus having separate 

accreditations for each campus which is more typical of peer institutions.  State 

University has developed a strong culture over its 150-plus years, and its brand values are 

lived and known.  The strategic role of State University’s central marketing, therefore, is 

not to create the brand, but rather to reflect, reinforce, and amplify the brand. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

Higher education branding is a new strategic function for colleges and 

universities; scholarly research on the topic is emerging and not yet expansive.  The case 

study of State University took a different approach than past brand-related case studies on 

higher education institutions, which have examined specific branding initiatives at 

specific schools.  State University has a strong brand and achieves brand coherence 

across its institution, comprising more than 20 campuses, and the case study explored this 

phenomenon. 

The qualitative data – the primary source being interviews with State University 

senior administrators – produced three key themes contributing to State University’s 

brand coherence: (a) necessary academic and administrative infrastructure, (b) strong 

culture and brand values, and (c) marketing’s role in reflecting, reinforcing, and 

amplifying the brand.  Chapter five fulfills the aim of the study by offering an evidence-

based set of strategies to enhance brand coherence across all campuses of a peer 

institution.  The principal recommendations are to take a more centralized approach to the 

marketing of the institution’s campuses and begin building a culture of brand coherence 

at these campuses.  Chapter five also provides background on the peer institution and 

explores the feasibility and implications of the recommendations. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this case study was to examine a major multi-campus public 

research university with brand coherence across its institution.  The case study explored 



BRAND COHERENCE AT A MULTI-CAMPUS UNIVERSITY 97 

the phenomenon of brand coherence through the perspectives of senior administrators 

whose areas of responsibility are closely connected to the university’s brand. 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of the case study was to develop an evidence-based set of strategies and 

recommendations to enhance brand coherence across all campuses of a peer institution.  

By developing a more coherent brand, the peer institution would be better positioned to 

strengthen its reputation across the entire university and achieve its strategic priorities. 

Context for Recommendations 

Peer Institution 

The peer institution is the researcher’s employer, Indiana University.  A major 

public research institution and AAU member, Indiana University is a multi-campus 

university with 115,000 students, 20,000 employees, more than 600,000 living graduates, 

and an annual operating budget of more than $3 billion.  These at-a-glance figures are 

comparable to those of State University.  Indiana University, however, has fewer 

campuses – eight compared to State University’s 20-plus. 

The most significant of the themes concerning brand coherence at State 

University is having the necessary academic and administrative structures, because they 

set the stage for everything else.  That is, the university’s brand coherence emanates from 

how the institution functions and operates throughout the academic enterprise.  There are 

some inherent differences between Indiana University and State University.  Across its 

eight campuses, Indiana University does offer one degree – an Indiana University degree.  

(The location of conferral is printed on the degree.)  Each campus, however, is 

independently accredited; each has its own faculty senate (meaning that an academic 
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program on one campus is not necessarily the same on another campus); and each has its 

own separate admissions application.  If a student is interested in multiple IU campuses, 

the student must apply to each campus separately. 

As a result of separate accreditations, it is impossible for Indiana University to 

operate as “one university” to the degree that State University does.  There is a different 

infrastructure in place, so it would not be realistic to propose dramatic changes in this 

area.  The researcher thus fulfilled the aim of the study by applying the case study results 

to a specific area of Indiana University: the Regional Campuses.  Indiana University has 

six Regional Campuses, one of which is shared with Purdue University.  This campus, 

Indiana University–Purdue University Fort Wayne (IPFW), offers programs from both 

Indiana University and Purdue University but is administered by Purdue University.  

Therefore, the researcher only focused on the five Indiana University-administered 

campuses: IU East, IU Kokomo, IU Northwest, IU South Bend, and IU Southeast.  

Campuses range in student enrollment from 4,000 to 7,500.   

Regional Campuses 

Indiana University places tremendous value in its Regional Campuses, as 

reaffirmed in the university’s Bicentennial Strategic Plan for Regional Campuses: 

The Regional Campuses are an integral part of Indiana University; they award 

Indiana University degrees, they uphold the standards of IU, and they enroll 

approximately one-third of IU students. Their primary educational mission places 

them on the front lines of IU’s commitment to the State of Indiana for education 

and development, and they are in the forefront of the state’s commitment to 
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increase the number of Hoosiers holding baccalaureate and postgraduate degrees. 

(Indiana University, 2015a, p. 3) 

Despite the Regional Campuses’ immense importance to the university and to the state, 

they lack the overall brand coherence that exists at State University.  For example, State 

University’s “one university geographically dispersed” mode of operation is conveyed by 

the nomenclature for its campuses.  State University does not call Lake Campus the main 

campus or flagship campus; neither does it call the State Campuses regional, branch, or 

satellite campuses.  At Indiana University, IU Bloomington (which enrolls 48,000 

students) is considered the “flagship campus.”  IU Bloomington and Indiana University–

Purdue University Indianapolis (IUPUI) are both considered “core campuses” of the 

university.  IUPUI enrolls 30,000 students and offers programs from both Indiana 

University and Purdue University (but is administered by Indiana University).  The other 

campuses are considered “regional campuses.”  This term identifies the campuses’ 

mission to serve their respective regions and also labels them within the state’s higher 

education system.  These campuses operate much more independently than the State 

Campuses at State University.  At Indiana University, Regional Campuses are all 

individually accredited, are their own line items in the state budget, and as responsibility 

centers are accountable for their own financial well-being. 

 In addition, the state’s involvement with the Regional Campuses in Indiana is 

more prominent.  The Indiana Commission for Higher Education (ICHE), a public body 

established by the state’s legislature, has a specific policy for the role of regional 

campuses (which includes regional campuses of both Indiana University and Purdue 

University), ensuring that it is aligned with the Commission’s strategies to improve 
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student success and college completion as well as increase the productivity of the state’s 

public institutions (Indiana Commission for Higher Education, 2013). 

Evidenced-Based Strategies and Recommendations 

 Like State University, Indiana University values its campuses highly.  Unlike 

State University, however, Indiana University does not operate in all aspects as one 

university across the entire institution; it is structured differently. While the State 

Campuses are synonymous with State University, the Indiana University Regional 

Campuses do not have State University’s level of unification (but it is improving with the 

increase of shared services and enterprise systems).  The researcher took the findings 

from State University as evidence for two broad recommendations aimed at helping 

Indiana University’s Regional Campuses communicate and reinforce the most unifying 

core truth of their brand: that they offer an Indiana University degree, the same degree 

earned at the flagship campus.  These recommendations are as follows: 

• Take a more centralized approach to the marketing of Regional Campuses to 

better leverage the core truth. 

• Develop a stronger culture of brand coherence at the regionals that utilizes 

symbols and a sense of place. 

More Centralization for Marketing Operations (and Admissions Processes) 

 Four of the five directors of marketing at Regional Campuses report to a vice 

chancellor for advancement whose main responsibility is fundraising.  They are not direct 

reports to the chancellor, which is inconsistent with the growing trend in higher education 

for marketing to have a seat at the leadership table (Chronicle of Higher Education, 

2014).  As a consequence, marketing plays less of a strategic function on these campuses 
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(Zinkan, 2015).  These marketers work with the university’s central marketing team, but 

there is no reporting relationship.  Marketing at Indiana University is highly 

decentralized.  (Excluding personnel costs, the central marketing expenditures account 

for only about 20% of the university’s overall dollars spent on marketing.)   

 Rather than cultivating their own campus-specific brands that resemble the 

broader Indiana University brand, these campuses should more directly position 

themselves as Indiana University.  Indiana University is the master brand; Regional 

Campuses ought to be clear sub-brands.  One State Campus marketer referred to his 

campus as a “microbrand” within State University explaining that all of the campuses 

have “the brand strength of this huge, world-recognized, and respected brand” (Senior 

Administrator SA18).  Marketing plans, the use of outside consultants, and creative 

executions for billboards, websites, digital advertising, and other marketing deliverables 

should all follow the centrally established strategy and should be approved at the central 

level.  Marketing directors should have a dotted-line reporting relationship to central 

marketing.  All of these steps would better enable the central marketing team and the 

campus-based marketing teams to reflect, reinforce, and amplify the larger brand.  There 

is currently excellent communication between central marketing and the marketing 

directors at Regional Campuses; there are monthly Regional Campus marketing 

meetings, similar to the Regional Marketing Councils at State University.  This 

collaboration would need to continue, as ongoing communication, involvement, and trust 

would be essential to a more centralized structure. 

This more centralized approach would benefit the Regional Campuses, improving 

efficiency.  A decentralized marketing investment across the Regional Campuses could 
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be combined, partially or completely, for greater impact.  This impact would be 

especially significant because the five Regional Campuses account for 30.7% of the 

institution’s overall enrollment, yet marketing expenditures (personnel excluded) at 

Regional Campuses represent only 9.5% of the institution’s overall marketing 

expenditures.  (It is important to note, however, that part of the central marketing unit’s 

expenditures for university-wide marketing still benefits the Regional Campuses.)  As 

described in chapter two, a branded house would be more effective and efficient.  

Because the marketing investment is smaller per student regionally than at the two core 

campuses, Regional Campuses need to maximize marketing effectiveness and efficiency.   

As previously cited, the University of Oregon made headlines during the 2015-16 

academic year by canceling a multi-million contract with an outside branding agency.  

However, the decision was part of a broader effort to streamline operations and reduce 

administrative costs, which included consolidating and centralizing marketing activities 

(Gardner, 2016).  According to one higher education consultant,  

Decentralized marketing operations on college and university campuses are 

inherently redundant (a.k.a. inefficient), both strategically and tactically…Unless 

administrative oversight is very aggressively managed by a supreme brand 

authority on a campus, too many marketing strategists managing their assigned 

piece of an institutional brand ultimately put institutional brand management at 

great risk.  Sprinkle multiple creative teams (writers, designers, project managers) 

across the same campus and the risk is heightened even further. (Sickler, 2016, 

para. 3) 
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In addition to improving efficiency, the Regional Campuses must be more 

effective in their enrollment marketing.  Combined enrollment of the five Regional 

Campuses dropped 9.2% from fall 2014 to fall 2015, from 29,106 students to 26,762 

(Indiana University, 2015b).  This decrease is particularly significant because the flagship 

campus (which grew by 5.3% during this time to 38,364 students) does not have the 

capacity for sizable growth (Indiana University, 2015b).  For comparison, enrollment 

nationally at four-year public institutions increased slightly by 0.4% (National Student 

Clearinghouse Research Center, 2015).  Collectively, the Regional Campuses do have 

capacity for growth, as nearly all of their students are from the state of Indiana, while the 

state desperately needs to increase its citizens’ educational attainment (this need is 

addressed later in chapter five). 

Student enrollment is one of the top measures of marketing success at Indiana 

University.  Marketing is among many factors that affect enrollment.  A key theme from 

the State University case study was the necessary academic and admissions 

infrastructure, which includes enrollment processes.  As described in chapter four, there 

is one admissions application to State University, regardless of campus.  At Indiana 

University, in contrast, there are separate admissions applications.  There is no 

university-wide office for admissions, so the admissions processes are not managed 

centrally as they are at State University.  All admissions decisions are made at the 

campus level, and multiple customer relationship management (CRM) systems are used 

across the campuses for communication and relationship management with prospective 

students.  Therefore, it would not be feasible for Indiana University to try to completely 

mimic State University’s infrastructure. 
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However, the admissions process could be streamlined to make an IU education 

more easily accessible to Indiana residents.  For example, Indiana University could alter 

the process to automatically admit qualified students to a Regional Campus when they 

are not accepted to the flagship campus.  This approach would be more seamless for in-

state students not accepted to IU Bloomington (which is the most selective of the IU 

campuses).  Receiving automatic admission (if they meet admission requirements) to the 

closest IU Regional Campus would reinforce to prospective students the value and 

accessibility of an Indiana University education and experience – and an IU degree.  

Currently, students interested in multiple IU campuses have to apply to them 

separately and pay separate application fees.  Another recommendation would be to give 

prospective students who apply to a core campus – IU Bloomington or IUPUI – the 

option to also select a Regional Campus.  The student’s application information would 

then be sent to the Regional Campus chosen by the student.  The student would not have 

to apply separately or pay a separate application fee.  While the process would not be the 

same as State University’s, it would still be more streamlined and user-friendly, making 

an IU education more accessible to high school students in the state and increasing the 

applicant pool at Regional Campuses. 

Begin Building a Stronger Culture of Coherence  

 Applying the data from State University yields some specific recommendations 

for building a stronger culture of brand coherence at Indiana University.  A brand is built 

on reality, based on the experiences and associations that individuals have with an 

organization.  A reality – and core truth – at Indiana University is that students earn the 

same Indiana University degree on every campus.  The Regional Campus IU Northwest, 
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for example, confers an Indiana University degree, not an Indiana University Northwest 

degree.  Additional market research could help inform this work to understand whether 

key audiences – prospective students, parents, and influencers – across the state are aware 

of and influenced by the fact that students earn an Indiana University degree at all 

campuses, including the Regional Campuses. 

Consistency of campus nicknames.  Strategies for better brand coherence at 

Indiana University will not succeed without deliberately building a culture of coherence.  

Bryson (2011, p. 99) emphasized the importance of tapping into culture to produce 

strategic outcomes.  A unified culture must be intentionally developed over time at IU’s 

Regional Campuses.  One recommendation is to adopt the “Hoosier” nickname – the 

flagship campus’s nickname – consistently across the university.  (Each Regional 

Campus now has intercollegiate athletics programs, all of which compete in the National 

Association of Intercollegiate Athletics [NAIA].)  The current nicknames across the 

Regional Campuses are as follows: 

• IU East Red Wolves, 

• IU Kokomo Cougars, 

• IU Northwest RedHawks, 

• IU South Bend Titans, and 

• IU Southeast Grenadiers. 
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Figure 1. IU East and IU Kokomo athletics/spirit logos. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. IU South Bend and IU Southeast athletics/spirit logos. 

The Regional Campuses all have the same visual template for their athletics/spirit 

logos, as shown in Figures 1 and 2, but the mascots still represent a house of brands 

approach.  There is visual similarity, but there is minimal – albeit developing – brand 

equity.  While some degree of brand equity exists at the local level, there is a missed 

opportunity to tap into the larger brand equity of Indiana University, which would 

reinforce the notion of one institution and one degree.  At all eight campuses, students 

earn an Indiana University degree.  An organization’s strengths must be the foundation of 

its strategy, and this core truth is foundational for the Regional Campuses (Thompson, 

Peteraf, Strickland, & Gamble, 2012).  The consistent nickname of Hoosiers across the 

university would act as tangible representation of the core truth.  Even more, the abstract 
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definition of the nickname Hoosiers is especially conducive to bringing meaning and 

resonance that the current nicknames lack.  In its most literal translation, “Hoosiers” 

refers to the people of Indiana, and this definition aligns well with the role of the 

Regional Campuses to serve their regions of the state (Indiana Historical Bureau, 1984).   

The idea of a common nickname across multiple campuses has surfaced at 

another large public university and AAU member.  Students at Rutgers University (New 

Jersey’s state university) started a petition to change the nickname at Rutgers’ two 

regional campuses to be consistent with the flagship campus, whose Scarlet Knights 

compete athletically in NCAA Division I as a member of the Big Ten Conference (along 

with Indiana University).  Rutgers University’s two regional campuses compete as the 

Rutgers–Newark Scarlet Raiders and the Rutgers–Camden Scarlet Raptors at the NCAA 

Division III level.  The petition claimed that the entire university would benefit from 

better statewide recognition if all campuses were the Scarlet Knights (Ens, 2014). 

Indiana University would be well-positioned to execute this recommendation 

because its visual identity for the entire university and for its flagship campus’s Division 

I intercollegiate athletics program are consistent via the Indiana University logo – the 

trident – shown in Figure 3.  Applying this visual identity to encompass both academics 

(the institution) and athletics for all campuses is a logical and natural extension.  Other 

institutions have done precisely this, including the University of Michigan, which 

adopted its block M (shown in Figure 3) across the institution, including its health system 

(Fitzgerald, 2013).  The goal was to give the institution a stronger and more consistent 

global presence.  Previously, there were multiple versions of the block M, including one 

used by Michigan’s intercollege athletics programs.  Another Big Ten institution, the 
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University of Nebraska–Lincoln, followed the same strategy in 2015 by adopting a 

consistent “N” (also shown in Figure 3) for its visual identity across the entire university.  

A university spokesperson explained: 

Never before has there been one ‘N’ icon to cover the entire university.  By being 

unified, it strengthens the university’s overall brand as we compete for today’s 

distracted audiences. It also unifies our efforts as we move forward in pursuit of 

campus goals. (Fedderson, 2015, para. 5) 

Indiana University already has a consistent icon with its trident logo.  This asset would 

make for a smoother transition for the campuses as they undertake all aspects of a 

nickname change to Hoosiers.  

  

 

 

 

Figure 3. Consistent logo used across academics and athletics at Indiana University 

(Bloomington), the University of Michigan (Ann Arbor), and the University of Nebraska 

(Lincoln). 

Consistent campus landmark.  Another tangible way to begin building a 

stronger culture of brand coherence is through replicating the most visible feature on the 

flagship campus, the Sample Gates at Indiana University Bloomington (Figure 4), at all 

of the Regional Campuses.  The Eagle sculptures at State University have a powerful 

impact in this regard, visibly demonstrating that when a student is on a particular State 

Campus, they are at State University and they are part of State University.  The Sample 
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Gates serve a similar purpose at Indiana University, as the most photographed location at 

IU Bloomington.  The Sample Gates are an impressive physical entrance to the campus, 

but symbolically they also represent an entrance to the greater world from the campus 

(Schwier, 2012).  The gates could become an iconic feature on every campus of Indiana 

University to help build a culture of coherence and a collective sense of place.  When 

constituents would see the gates on one of the campuses, they would instantly know that 

this is Indiana University.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. The Sample Gates at Indiana University Bloomington. 

Policies Influencing the Recommendations 

 As explained in chapter four, State University’s central marketing has policy 

backing, granting it authority to maintain brand coherence in marketing activities across 

the institution.  Indiana University, too, has a policy related to marketing activities for the 

institution.  This policy divides marketing activities into five categories:  

• University-level, 

• Campus-level, 
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• School-level, 

• Other academic units, and  

• Non-academic units. 

Of these categories, only university-level marketing activities are the sole responsibility 

of the central marketing team.  For the other categories, policy states that their marketing 

activities must take place in the context of the overall university (Indiana University, 

2015c).  To support a more centralized approach – similar to the one taken by State 

University – Indiana University could strengthen this policy to provide more oversight of 

Regional Campus marketing activities. 

Potential Barriers and Obstacles to the Proposed Solution 

The most significant objection would come from the Regional Campuses 

regarding changing their respective mascot names.  Locally, Regional Campuses have 

brand equity in their mascots, and they have worked hard to embed their own mascot 

names into their campus cultures.  At IU Kokomo, for example, the student identification 

cards are called “Cougar Cards,” and the campus dining service is called the “Cougar 

Country Café.”  Many of the Regional Campuses have started intercollegiate athletics 

programs in recent years, and the unique nicknames have helped build their campus 

identities, making them more attractive choices for traditional-aged students.  

(Historically, the Regional Campuses have served more nontraditional students.)  At 

Indiana University East, the campus adopted the Red Wolves nickname in 2008 to signify 

the school’s mission transformation – to become a full-fledged bachelor’s and master’s 

degree institution – and to celebrate the launch of its intercollegiate athletics program 

(Indiana University East, 2008).   
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Despite this identification at the local level, however, the name “RedHawks,” for 

instance, does not reinforce Indiana University Northwest’s core truth of an Indiana 

University education or build the sort of brand coherence for Indiana University as a 

whole that would benefit all campuses.  The hodgepodge of mascot names and logos can 

confuse audiences, a common repercussion of house of brands approaches (Aaker & 

Joachimsthaler, 2000).  The nickname “Hoosiers” represents the university’s strong 

reputation – a reputation that has been built over nearly 200 years.  If all Regional 

Campuses were to use the name Hoosiers, they would be tapping into Indiana 

University’s globally recognized brand identity.  

This transition will take courage – or what Sevier (2001) called institutional will – 

on the part of leadership, because there will be some initial negative backlash.  The 

outside consultant who participated in the study explained that in this era, fueled as it is 

by social media, there will always be some reaction to changes related to brand identity.  

A senior administrator at State University reinforced this point, explaining that reactions 

to change will always be strong at tradition-based institutions. Another senior 

administrator elaborated, “There’s always some level of disagreement, whether you 

continue on or not is the point. We’ve done that. There’s always some level of dissension 

from some groups, which I’ve come to just acknowledge but not turn away from.” 

(Senior Administrator SA16).  Political resistance is based on a person or organization 

believing that they will lose something of value due to a given change (Burke, 2011).  

With a change of mascot names, campuses would indeed lose something that is uniquely 

theirs.  Leaders would need to highlight, then, how the change is intended not to take 

something away from, but to elevate, the stature of the campuses. 
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There would also be financial ramifications of changing mascot names and 

building Sample Gates replicas at all of the campuses.  The nickname transition would 

necessitate one or possibly two years of planning to prepare for the transition, because 

implementation would require updating every place where the current mascot names are 

used.  New uniforms would be one of many expenditures.  Central marketing would need 

to provide some level of budgetary support to assist the Regional Campuses in the 

transition.  While the university would incur short-term costs, it would drive effectiveness 

and efficiency and would have greater impact over the long run across all of its 

campuses.  Furthermore, the university would have to build the Sample Gates 

construction into its long-term capital planning, with a phased approach that would 

perhaps address one or two campuses each year.  The sizes of the gates would likely vary 

by campus, depending on the exact location of the gates and how they would mesh with 

the campus’s existing architecture.  This initiative would need to be philanthropically 

funded, just as the original Sample Gates construction was (Schwier, 2012). 

Leaders’ Role in Implementing Recommendations 

The principle role of leadership in implementation would be serving as the change 

agent.  The university president and campus chancellors must be vocal, active, and 

transparent supporters of the change, explaining why it is important and how it aligns 

with the mission and strategic plan of the institution.  During a change process, values 

provide significant guidance by spelling out what will not be compromised.  Regarding 

the Regional Campuses, the president of Indiana University has stated: 

IU’s Regional Campuses are striving to serve their students, as well as employers 

and communities in their home regions, and it is entirely consistent with Indiana 
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University’s core missions to provide the best possible education for the sons and 

daughters of Indiana and to create an environment in which the university’s 

faculty can conduct research of the highest quality that contributes to state and 

national prosperity. (McRobbie, 2016, para. 16) 

An institution’s core values should be connected to the vision and the change process.  

“Establishing these values to undergird and provide direction for the change effort is the 

responsibility of the CEO-change leader” (Burke, 2011, p. 274).  Embracing change 

involves participation, trust, and communication.  Through these qualities, a compelling 

vision from leadership can morph into a shared vision that is owned by all (Robbins & 

Judge, 2012).  The recommended changes are intended to highlight and better leverage 

the role and mission of Regional Campuses.  The fact that they are an integral part of 

Indiana University and the state must drive these strategies forward. 

Change management theory is a central consideration to the evidence-based 

strategies and recommendations offered in this research.  Burke (2011) explained that 

resistance to change comes when individuals feel that they are forced to change, having 

no voice in the matter and not getting an opportunity to participate in the process.  Higher 

education settings are typically consensus-driven and participatory, so change must be an 

inclusive process.  Part of this inclusive process should involve quantitative market 

research to determine the level of brand awareness and brand affinity key audiences have 

with the Regional Campus mascot names.  The process would need to be exhaustive in 

terms of meetings, focus groups, and presentations with all relevant stakeholder groups 

on each of the campuses aimed at gathering feedback, answering questions, and 

addressing concerns.   
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External Issues Related to the Recommendations 

The broader context of higher education in the state of Indiana is a salient 

consideration related to the recommendation to centralize more marketing activities for 

the Regional Campuses, with the goal of improving the effectiveness and efficiency of 

marketing activities so as to ultimately help campuses increase the numbers of students 

earning degrees.  Currently, 33.8% of working-age adults have a college degree 

(associate degree or bachelor’s degree), ranking Indiana 40th among all states (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2013).  The national average is 38.7%.  Like several other states, Indiana 

has adopted Goal 2025, a national goal spearheaded by the private Lumina Foundation 

for Education.  This goal aims for 60% of adults (25 and older) in the United States to 

hold a college degree by 2025.  Goal 2025 is inclusive of all degree types.  According to 

the Lumina Foundation (2014), the goal refers to the attainment of “high-quality degrees, 

certificates, and other credentials” (p. 212).  Assuming continuation of the current rate of 

production, which is rising slowly, Indiana is projected to have a 40.8% college 

attainment rate by 2025.  The projected result leaves a 19.2% gap to reach its goal, 

representing an additional 600,000-plus college graduates that the state must generate by 

2025 (Lumina Foundation, 2012).  Why is it so critical for the state to produce increased 

numbers of college graduates?  By 2018, 55% of all jobs in Indiana will require some 

form of education beyond high school (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010).  Going back to 

the mid-1970s, only about 25% of jobs required any postsecondary education or training 

in Indiana, a state where automotive manufacturing has historically played a large 

economic role (Merisotis, 2012).  The bottom line is this: Indiana needs to increase its 

production of college graduates, and Indiana University’s Regional Campuses are well-
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equipped to serve this need.  However, these campuses are collectively declining in 

enrollment.  

Assessment Plan 

 The most critical measure will be related to graduating more Indiana residents and 

improving the state’s educational attainment.  However, many factors influence whether 

campuses enroll, retain, and graduate increasing numbers of students.  Assessment would 

be consistent with success measures employed by Indiana University’s central marketing 

unit, including: 

• Competitive enrollment results measuring annual enrollment statistics (related 

to quantity, quality, and diversity of students) of Regional Campuses versus 

national, regional, and state trends as well as peer and competitive set trends.  

• Brand tracking research with prospective students – and potentially other key 

audiences – to measure awareness of and consideration for the Regional 

Campuses versus competitors.  This type of ongoing research, which could be 

done anywhere from quarterly to annually, would gather information on 

awareness of and familiarity with the Regional Campuses, assess levels of 

consideration for them, and measure current brand perceptions.   

Areas for Further Research 

The case study of State University illuminated multiple areas for additional 

research.  Higher education could develop its own brand architecture framework that 

builds off the product-based model of Aaker and Joachimsthaler (2000) but is more 

applicable to colleges and universities.  How is the suggested new description for higher 

education (a branded neighborhood) employed elsewhere, and why is it successful?  The 
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relationship between institutional brands and athletics brands – and the impact of aligning 

the two – also warrants further exploration.  In addition, future studies could explore the 

impact of adversity as a metric for brand strength.  (Previous controversial issues and 

incidents at State University were not examined in the case study; however, during these 

trying times the brand remained strong and the institution actually saw increases in key 

measures related to admissions and fundraising.) 

The State University case study only included senior administrators, and future 

research could include perspectives from other stakeholder groups, especially prospective 

students, current students, and alumni.  Current students would be of particular interest, 

since they both experience the university’s brand and shape how it evolves.  Future 

research could also explore other institutions with brand coherence, whether they are 

multi-campus or not, to determine the prevalence of the case study themes – academic 

and administrative infrastructure along with strong culture and brand values – in other 

settings.  Moreover, the three themes found at State University could potentially serve as 

pillars for evaluating brand coherence at other colleges and universities. 

Summary of the Study 

 With increasing competition and other market forces impacting higher education, 

branding has emerged as a strategic imperative for colleges and universities.  The 

scholarly literature on higher education branding is not expansive.  Branding in academia 

faces many inherent challenges, including the decentralized nature of institutions and the 

vast array of constituent groups to serve.  The challenges become even more pronounced 

at larger institutions with many aspects to their missions and multiple campuses.  Overall, 

while an increasing number of institutions have vice-president-level positions for 
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marketing, questions still linger from some internal stakeholders about the need for and 

effectiveness of marketing and branding. 

 This case study explored the phenomenon of brand coherence at the anonymous 

State University, a large multi-campus public research institution known for having a 

strong and coherent brand.  State University has 100,000 students and more than 20 

campuses.  The researcher conducted qualitative semi-structured interviews with more 

than 20 State University senior administrators.  Review, coding, and content analysis of 

the data followed.  Themes emerged from the qualitative data and were supported by 

other data sources, including direct observation and document and website review.  The 

three overarching themes were (a) necessary academic and administrative infrastructure, 

(b) strong culture and brand values, and (c) marketing to reflect, reinforce, and amplify 

the brand.  A brand reflects the reality of what an organization authentically is.  State 

University has a coherent brand as “one university geographically dispersed” because 

that is how the institution functions. 

Based on the findings from State University, the researcher made 

recommendations for his employer, Indiana University, a peer institution of State 

University.  The evidence-based recommendations were to take a more centralized 

approach to the marketing of Indiana University’s Regional Campuses and to develop a 

stronger culture of brand coherence at the regionals that utilizes symbols and a sense of 

place.  Moving to a more centralized marketing model for the Regional Campuses and 

further developing a unified culture would enhance brand coherence and emphasize that 

all of the campuses are Indiana University campuses offering an Indiana University 

degree.  These strategies are necessary because the Regional Campuses have capacity for 
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growth and are collectively declining in enrollment, and because the state of Indiana 

desperately needs to increase the percentage of residents with a postsecondary degree. 
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Appendix A 
 

Email Invitation for Interview 
 
Subject: Request for short interview for higher ed branding dissertation (coherence at 
State University) 
 
Dear {Name}, 
 
My name is Rob Zinkan, and I am a doctoral student at Creighton University.  (I also 
serve as Associate Vice President for Marketing at Indiana University.) 
 
For my dissertation research at Creighton, I am conducting an exploratory case study on 
leadership and brand coherence across a large multi-campus public university.  I have 
selected State University because the coherence across all of your campuses about the 
essence of State University is unique among like institutions.  
 
I am interviewing senior administrators at State University whose area of responsibility is 
closely connected to the overall institutional brand. 
 
Would you be willing to participate in a short 20-minute in-person interview?  I am 
planning to be at State University on September 10–11, and I would greatly appreciate a 
small portion of your time. 
 
The attached Informed Consent Form provides additional information on the purpose of 
my study and the nature of the interview. 
 
Thank you very much for your consideration.  I hope to have the opportunity to meet in 
person soon. 
 
Best, 
 
Rob Zinkan 
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Appendix B 
 

Email Invitation to Potential Interviewee (for Recommended Names) 
 
Subject: Request for short interview for higher ed branding dissertation (coherence at 
State University) 
 
Dear {Name}, 
 
My name is Rob Zinkan, and I am a doctoral student at Creighton University.  (I also 
serve as Associate Vice President for Marketing at Indiana University.) 
 
For my dissertation research at Creighton, I am conducting an exploratory case study on 
leadership and brand coherence across a large multi-campus public university.  I have 
selected State University because the coherence across all of your campuses about the 
essence of State University is unique among like institutions.  
 
I am interviewing senior administrators at State University whose area of responsibility is 
closely connected to the overall institutional brand, and [vice president’s name] 
recommended that I reach out to you. 
 
Would you be willing to participate in a short 20-minute in-person interview?  I am 
planning to be at State University on September 10–11, and I would greatly appreciate a 
small portion of your time. 
 
The attached Informed Consent Form provides additional information on the purpose of 
my study and the nature of the interview. 
 
Thank you very much for your consideration.  I hope to have the opportunity to meet in 
person soon. 
 
Best, 
 
Rob Zinkan 
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Appendix C 
 

Email Requesting Review of Interview Transcript 
 
Subject: Copy of interview transcript (higher ed brand coherence - dissertation research) 
 
Dear {Name}, 
 
Thank you again for participating in my dissertation research.  I enjoyed our conversation 
last month, and I greatly appreciate your time and insights.  Everyone at State University 
was very welcoming and helpful.   
 
I am attaching a copy of the interview transcript, in case you would like to review it.  Per 
the original informed consent form (also attached), your name and identifying 
information will not be associated with any part of the written report of the research. 
 
If there are any changes, additions, or concerns regarding the transcript, could you please 
let me know by the end of next week {date}?  If any changes are requested, please be 
assured that I will make them before proceeding with data analysis.  If I don’t hear back 
from you, I will assume that you are comfortable with the accuracy of the transcript.   
 
I’m also happy to share a final copy of my dissertation once it is complete.  Thanks again 
and all the best! 
 
Rob Zinkan 
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Appendix D 
 

Creighton University IRB Exempt Letter 
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Appendix E 
 

Letter of Agreement from the Research Site (State University) 
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Appendix F 
 

Informed Consent Form 
 
Purpose of the Study 
This case study will explore a major public research university with a strong overarching 
brand that applies to all of its campuses.  The aim of the study is to design an evidence-
based solution to create a leadership model for having a single coherent brand across all 
campuses of a large public university.  The primary research question that will guide the 
study is: What is the role of leadership for a major multi-campus public research 
university to truly have a single coherent brand across all of its campuses? 
 
Your Participation 
Participation is voluntary and consists of one interview, lasting approximately 20 
minutes.  You will be asked a series of open-ended questions.  You are not required to 
answer the questions; you may pass on any question.  At any time you may notify the 
researcher that you would like to stop the interview and your participation in the study.  
There is no penalty for discontinuing participation. 
 
Benefits and Risks 
There are few empirical studies that specifically address higher education branding, and 
your participation will add to the understanding of this new and evolving strategic 
function in higher education – particularly as the higher education landscape is rapidly 
changing.  There are no risks associated with participating in this study. 
 
Confidentiality 
The interview will be audiotaped (to help accurately capture your insights in your own 
words), unless otherwise requested by the participant.  If you feel uncomfortable with the 
recorder, you may ask that it be turned off at any time.  Your name, institution, and 
identifying information will not be associated with any part of the written report of the 
research.  All of your information and interview responses will be kept confidential.   
 
 
By signing below, I acknowledge that I have read and understand the above information.  
I am aware that I can discontinue my participation in the study at any time. 
 
 
 
______________________________  ______________________________ 
Signature of Participant    Date 
 
Name:  
 
 
______________________________  ______________________________ 
Signature of Researcher    Date 




