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Housekeeping

▪ Use the Q&A button to ask questions at any time during the presentation.
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800.553.8878.

▪ The presentation slides and recording will be available after the webinar.
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Top 10 Marketing Mistakes That Colleges 
Make Most Often



#1  A Lack of Research
Know Your Target Audience

▪ If you can describe your target audience very 
specifically, you are probably ready to tell 
your story and strengthen your brand.

▪ Who are your key target audiences?  What is 
important to them?  How do they perceive 
you?  What are your greatest strengths, 
opportunities, perceived weaknesses?

▪ A lack of clarity regarding your target 
audiences (and what’s truly important to 
them) puts your entire marketing program 
on shaky grounds.



#1 A Lack of Research

▪ Research and can be qualitative, quantitative and 
secondary in nature.

▪ You must be prepared to get quality feedback –
you must listen carefully, evaluate honestly, and 
decide what really matters.

▪ The point is to gather insight to help you make 
informed decisions as you develop your brand and 
develop a marketing campaign for your institution.

Know Your Target Audience
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0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

Faculty, staff, advisors

Cost, affordable, financial aid

Small classes

Accessibility, many campuses/locations

Academic variety, has something for everyone

Academic quality, good preparation

Resources or support services (tutoring, learning centers, library)

Atmosphere (sense of community, safe, student-centered)

Flexible scheduling, class availability

Don't know, no answer

Campus (clean, easy to navigate); facilities

An asset to the community, community involvement

Diversity

Delivery options (online)

Total (n=500)

Current students (n=250)

Faculty/staff (n=250)

▪ The top strengths cited in this chart 
represent 85% (863/1,012) of all 
top-of-mind mentions for this 
question. 

▪ Faculty/staff are cited as the  #1 
strength by the campus 
community. They are described as 
dedicated, quality, friendly, 
accessible, and caring. 

▪ Beyond that, affordability, small 
class sizes, and accessibility of 
campus locations are the most 
common cited benefits to 
attending. 

Unaided: What do you think is ABC College’s greatest 
strengths? Top responses, multiple mentions possible. 
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Affordability, financial aid

Location, proximity to home

Offers my intended program

Academic quality

Atmosphere (friendly, supportive, safe)

Size (not further specified)
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Opportunities for involvement, social opportunities

Good fit for the student

Don't know, no answer

Prospective Students (n=360)

Parents of Prospective Students (n=58)

Counselors (n=80)

What are the three most important factors you consider 
when evaluating a college or university? Open-ended.
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Campus visit

College websites

My child

High school guidance/college counselor

Online search engines

College fair

College Board

Rankings organizations (e.g., USN&WR)

College guides (e.g., Fiske)

Other

Representative visit to your high school
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Prospective Students (n=660)

Parents of Prospective Students (n=57)

What resources are/were most helpful for you in gathering information 
about colleges and universities you [your child] may be interested in?



▪ Academic program research for program-level marketing

▪ e.g., Security and Intelligence

Additional Research to Consider



Digital Research

▪ Digital transformation has changed everything, from the way students learn to the way you build 
awareness for your school to the way students find you online. 



Website Questionnaire 



#2  Not Testing Brand Positioning
Develop a brand that speaks to both internal and external audiences

▪ Developing your brand promise or positioning 
statement by committee is a bad idea… unless you 
validate.

▪ Your brand promise should be a one-of-a-kind 
promise about who you are and what you want to 
be know for.

▪ It must be important, believable and distinctive.



Brand Promise Testing 

3.0

3.5

4.0

4.5

5.0

Important Believable Distinctive Appealing

Statement 1

Statement 2

Statement 3

Statement 4

Please indicate your rating on a 5-point scale. 5=Very; 1=Not at all
Mean ratings displayed below.



Brand Promise Testing 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Is the right choice (1)

Is your partner (4)

Supports everyone (3)

Transform their future (3)

Rooted in the community (3)

For all generations (1)

Seeking a path to a better life (2)

For themselves, their families, and their communities (2)

Through the promise and power of education (2)

Achieving the future you want (4)

Welcomes everyone (2)

To learn, grow, and prepare for the future (1)*

Prospects (n=121)

Community (n=130)

Faculty/Staff (n=579)

Current Students (n=445)



#3 Lack of Buy-In and Consensus Building

▪ An engaged and passionate internal 
audience cannot be overlooked as a highly 
effective mechanism for driving brand 
awareness.

▪ Institutions that empower their faculty, staff 
and student to carry out the brand promise 
develop a powerful network of brand 
advocates.

▪ Engage, inform, inspire…

Start on Campus



▪ Internal rollout at GCU Stadium with over 3,000 people in attendance including  principals from all 21 
high schools, teachers, staff, alums, business and community leaders.

▪ Student performances, awards, ethos video, alumni presentation, and the Superintendent sharing a 
strong vision for the future of Phoenix Union High School District.



#4  Not Being Distinctive
Take a Stand with Your Brand

Are there 3,600 colleges or one 
college with 3,600 different locations?







#5  Not Being Clear and Consistent

▪ Say it with less words – almost every slogan, webpage, viewbook, billboard is too 
long.

▪ Discipline yourself to communicate more clearly and succinctly – you’ll be amazed 
at the impact.

▪ Make sure your communications consistent to create synergy and make your 
campaign more memorable.

▪ Your marketing must be frequent, clear and consistent for maximum results.





#6  Being Too Generic

▪ Be concrete – let the facts do the talking for you.

▪ Use great student quotes, cite specific regarding faculty accomplishments, provide 
impressive statistics, tell stories of how your alumni are transforming their lives 
and the lives of others…

▪ The way to be persuasive is to show rather than tell.







Storytelling

Because there are no limits to what you can achieve

Because it’s never too late to create a brighter tomorrow

Because your story of success matters to Tucson and the world

Because learning and growing and finding new challenges to conquer …

Is just who you are.

This is why you strive.

It’s why we strive, together.

In a place where the true power is our community.

Our embrace of all people whose dreams are as diverse as where they are in life.

And our promise that you, and your goals, will always belong.

Because creating the kind of moments that can change the future for you and your 
family …

Is just who we are.

Pima Community College

Keep Striving.









TV Commercial



#7  Not Inviting Participation
Create a Dialog

▪ Today’s savvy brands open the door for two-way communication through digital 
platforms and the use of social media.

▪ Invite your key audiences to participate in your brand.

▪ Have others share your stories for you.



Because of Buffalo State











Pitt-Bradford



What Makes a Great Acceptance Campaign?



Generate Interest



Tell the Story



Go Multi-Channel



Be Authentic



Invite Participation

http://www.sjured.com/index.html?PID=538cc6ecbbbf9878810395


Start a Trend



Follow the Conversation



Success is in the numbers:
▪ Over 700 videos produced
▪ Thousands of posts on twitter, 

Facebook, Instagram…
▪ Increased yield and a stronger 

brand presence

Track the Results



# 8 Not Meeting Students Where They Are
Get Creative

▪ Think about all potential touch points. 

▪ Consider partnerships and co-branding.

▪ Get out into the community.



Utah Opera 









#9  Not Looking After Your Image
You  Responsible for How Your Target Audiences Perceive You

▪ Prospective students and other target audiences can only judge you on whatever image you 
present to them.

▪ Give them an outdated website, a boring campus visit, shabby customer service… and they can 
only judge your institution based on that – even if the educational experience you provide is truly 
exceptional.

▪ Make sure they know who you are, what you stand for and why they should put you on the top of 
their list.



#10  What Do You Think Are The Biggest Marketing 
Mistakes Colleges and Universities Make?
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Thank You!  Questions?
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