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ABSTRACT 

 It is a well known fact in the marketing world that customers today don’t merely buy 

products but invest in brands. In this highly competitive world, branding has no longer 

remained restricted to a commercial sphere only but has permeated all walks of life including 

our education system. This article aims at exploring the concept of branding in higher 

education sector. Although there is a considerable difference between higher education and 

product brands, the outcome expected from branding remains the same in both cases. Higher 

education institutions face a unique set of challenges like recruiting and retaining the 

brightest students, faculty and staff, maintaining industry-academia relationship, placing the 

students in promising jobs etc… to name a few. As there are many institutions offering 

similar courses, the competition to succeed is intense. To stand out in the crowd, these 

institutions have to create a distinct brand for themselves which is capable of conveying a 

consistent and powerful identity for the institution thereby resulting in competitive advantage. 

Hence a study of literature available in the field of branding in education is undertaken to 

identify the factors that influence branding in higher education.  The article also presents the 

views of researchers around the world regarding the application of branding principles in 

higher education and discusses its role in the overall marketing of education. 
 

KEYWORDS: Branding in Higher Education, Education Marketing 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 A brand is a unique set of associations in the minds of the customers that 

differentiates a company’s products and services from its competitors. Although this concept 

is well established in commercial organizations, its application in the field of Higher 

Education is relatively new. Higher education institutions like any other business 

organization need to satisfy their shareholders in order to survive (Mitsis, 2007). They need 

to attract bright students, faculty and staff and also make sure that student enrollments show 

an upward trend year after year. These institutions operate in a highly competitive 

environment where performing the above mentioned tasks prove to be very challenging. To 

face these challenges successfully, the higher education institutions need to create a distinct 
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image for themselves which inspires trust and builds confidence among their stakeholders. 

They can do so by implementing the concept of branding in education. It is a fact that many 

higher educational institutions face serious problems of faculty shortage and in maintaining 

the quality of education. In situations like these branding can become a valuable tool for their 

growth and survival. 

This is a conceptual paper based on the secondary data available in the public domain. The 

paper aims to explore the concept of branding in higher education.  

The following are the objectives of study: 

1. To identify the factors that influence branding in higher education 

2. To discuss the challenges of branding higher education  

 

2. RATIONALE FOR BRANDING HIGHER EDUCATION 

 When it comes to implementing the concept of branding in higher education we need 

to be clear on what branding is, what it is not and what it is supposed to achieve in this 

context. Bosch (2006) defined brand meaning as ‘who the university is’ and ‘what it stands 

for’ from the stakeholders’ perspective. Palacio et al. (2002) identified that brand meaning in 

higher educational institution is shaped through the cognitive and affective components.  

However, there appears to be no consensus among scholars about what a holistic and 

complete definition of brand meaning should be, and what dimensions it must comprise in the 

context of higher education. (Nha and LeBalanc, 2001; Palacio et al., 2002; Clark, 2005; 

Bosh et al., 2006). 

Stensaker (2005) indicated some benefits of branding to higher educational institutions: it 

attracts students from high income families, provides information and image, improves 

institutional cooperation, instigates internal change, and re-discovers what they are and their 

basic purposes.  

The following are the factors that normally draw students to an institution: 

a. A historically established brand based on how long a university has been established 

which includes prior generations of prospective students having graduated from that 

university; 

b. Attractive campuses in good locations and state of the art facilities 

c. Internationally known facility and researchers as well as well known products which 

can be attributed to the university or a faculty member, and 
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d. Public perception that large, established universities are best suited to educate the 

young. Branding an established university is not difficult, particularly if it is one of 

the ranking universities. Thus prestigious universities attract better students and can 

attract education funding from the government (Bhayan, 2010). 

When considering the applicability of branding principles to education, there is generally a 

tendency to view the two terms - brand and reputation synonymously. The literature available 

suggests that an organization can define and communicate brand, but that reputation is harder 

to manage as it results from impressions of organization’s behavior. (Argenti and 

Druckenmiller, 2004).  Chapleo (2010) on the other hand points out that there can be a degree 

of overlap between the two terms when used in a university context, and that reputation is 

often more comfortable for internal audiences to discuss. 

In essence, higher education is a professional service characterized by a high level of 

experience qualities which make the purchase risky and means that branding is important as a 

source of reassurance to students about the quality of what they will receive (Mitchell, 1999). 

In addition, education is characterized by a high level of credence qualities as consumer will 

find it difficult to evaluate some of its features even after consumption (Byron, 1995). 

 Thus for institutions of higher education, “brand” constitutes a unique promise to the 

students and their families, the faculty and the surrounding community. It comprises of 

factors such as academic offerings, student experiences, an institution’s prestige and other 

“intangibles”.  (Gupta and Singh, 2010).  

It is not only a mission statement, particular curriculum, slogan or athletic program. Although 

the latter create a brand impression, a higher education brand has a deeper meaning which 

goes beyond the literal and includes the intangibles like audience’s expectations, experiences 

and notions about the institution.  

An institution’s brand should not only drive marketing strategies but also give the institution 

something to live up to. (Apte, 2004). De Cheratony and McDonald (2005) assert that a 

successful brand delivers sustainable competitive advantage and invariably results in superior 

profitability and market performance.  

3. FACTORS INFLUENCING BRANDING IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

 The reputation of an institution is a major factor in branding. It would be easier to get 

students to enroll if they know the name of the institution and are familiar with its 

activities. 
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Herbig and Milewicz (1997) state that “buyers tend to use brand names as signals of quality 

and value and often gravitate to products with brand names they come to associate with 

quality and value. Institutions like Harvard, Cambridge, Oxford, and Yale are brands mainly 

owing to the generations of students who have studied there. Being part of these universities 

becomes a family tradition and getting into these elite universities a matter of prestige for 

many students.  Selnes (1993) has defined brand reputation as perception of quality 

associated with the name. Therefore within a university setting the perceived brand of the 

university may be used by prospective students as a substitute for perceived quality (Mitsis, 

2007). According to Sevier (1994), university students generally offer four reasons for their 

school choice: (a) image or reputation, (b) location, (c) cost, and (d) the availability of a 

particular major. When asked to choose among the four factors, students invariably choose 

image. Berger and Wallingford (1996) applied the hierarchy of communication goals, widely 

used in consumer advertising, to the field of higher education and investigated the university 

selection process undertaken by prospective students. They concluded that “reputation” and 

“academics” were the two most important factors in selecting a school to attend, with “cost” 

and “location” following closely behind. 

 Quality is another important factor in determining a brand in a higher educational 

context. If there is a problem of overpromise and under delivery, it could seriously 

hamper the brand image. A higher education brand will suffer if the course 

experiences are perceived to be inadequate by the student customer base (Mitsis, 

2007). A negative word of mouth can do a lot of harm to the brand. 

Total Quality in educational institutions is known as “a comprehensive and consistent method 

for developing performance, which includes all areas of educational work, as it is an 

administrative process to achieve the objectives of both the labor market and students, that is, 

they include all functions and activities of the institution, not only in the production of the 

service but in the delivery as well, which inevitably involves the satisfaction of the students, 

increase in their confidence, and improves the status of the institution locally and globally.” 

(Ziad, 2002). Thus quality of an institution’s course content, its relevance in the global 

market place, the teaching pedagogy and the overall academic environment provided by the 

institution needs to be in line with the claims made by the brand promise which in turn makes 

the stakeholders place further trust in the institution.  
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 Other key elements in branding of higher education are clarity, consistency and 

coordination throughout the institution beginning with the mission and values of the 

brand through to the institution’s image building and communication efforts. 

(Chapleo, 2005;Jevons,2006) 

An educational institution has multiple stakeholders which include the students, their parents, 

the faculty, the alumni and the community at large. All these stakeholders have a variety of 

expectations from the university.  A clever balancing of the multiple stakeholders’ interest 

will be a key requirement in education branding. Another fundamental issue may be argued 

to be communicating a naturally diverse and complex university’s corporate brand to multiple 

stakeholders with differing perceptions (Roper and Davies, 2007), which inherently adds to 

the challenge of branding activity (Waeraas and Solbakk,2008). Belanger, Mount and Wilson 

(2002) argue that in order for a university to strengthen its identity and create a positive 

reputation among different stakeholder groups, it requires “coherence in projecting 

institutional image in coordinating all aspects of communication and services and in 

identifying with a credible set of values and type of behavior”. 

 Internal branding can prove to be another powerful factor in branding of higher 

education. When evaluating a complex intangible offering, consumers will look not 

only to the brand, but also to people within the organization for clues.  Internal 

branding is about aligning employee behavior with brand values (e.g.Tosti and Stotz, 

2001; Mitchell, 2002; Vallaster and de Chernatony, 2004; Hankinson, 2004; Aurand 

etal., 2005; Mosley, 2007).  

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.”( Whisman 

2009). Baker and Balmer (1997) point out that communications are crucial for managing 

academic staff in higher education institutions. In addition, Belanger et al. (2002) suggest that 

in order to ensure that an employee’s behavior supports the institution’s brand, the branding 

process must address the fundamental questions of ‘who we are’ and ‘what our values’ are.  

 Co curricular activities like sports and arts also characterize an institution’s brand. 

The college experience of students can be enhanced by the athletic program of the 

institute. The occasions provided by the college for creative expression can also be a 

major deciding factor while choosing a higher educational institution. 
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Student engagement heavily influence the choice of a student to stay enrolled in a particular 

college/university. Tan (2001) argued that the overall campus experience throughout their 

college years will be much more memorable for students than their academic involvement 

alone. Positive on-campus tenure, could lead students to develop lifelong favorable 

associations and loyalty with their alma mater. 

 

4. CHALLENGES IN MARKETING OF HIGHER EDUCATION 

 Educational institutions have to be much more careful about the perceived 

commercialization and commoditization of their marketing and branding efforts 

(Vijander, 2007). The biggest challenge in marketing higher education comes from 

the university itself. Many universities are uncomfortable using the term brand. 

Reputation and image are the words preferred by them. There is also a perception that 

a university relying on branding activity is communicating as a commercial 

organization and is therefore not being true to its cause of propagating education. As 

education is part of the non- profits and is a service industry, practicing a concept that 

is used by commercial organizations does not sit well with the internal stakeholders. 

Stenskar (2005) points out, “Treating students as customers may, however, have the 

effect that they actually start to behave as such…” Students tend to be very 

demanding and if the reality is perceived to be different from the image sought there 

is a danger of revolving door of enrollment where these students are leaving the 

institution almost as fast as new students are enrolled (Twithchell, 2002). So another 

serious challenge of branding higher education is the commercialization of the entire 

teaching- learning process where the student -teacher relationships, classroom 

interaction and the campus life becomes a marketing gimmick and the real purpose of 

education is lost amidst all other distractions like the advertisement, logo, publicity 

and status. 

 Secondly the internal branding of higher educational institutions is not done 

aggressively enough. An effective brand management strategy can only be maximized 

if the brand carries a promise and every member institution is committed to fulfilling 

that promise (Lockwood and Hadd, 2007).  The faculty can play a key role in 

marketing education by talking to prospective students and participating in the 

marketing activity through dissemination of information about the course structure 

and other facilities available in the institution. However it is worth noting that most of 



JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC RESEARCH FOR MULTIDISCIPLINARY 
Impact Factor 1.393, Volume 1, Issue 9, October 2013 

 

139 
www.jiarm.com 

the faculty members are not involved in this activity in a systematic manner. Many 

are reluctant to play a role in marketing activities of the institutions since they believe 

it is outside their job description to do so. It should also be observed that many faculty 

members are not trained to perform this role either and therefore are unable to 

contribute in this area due to lack of expertise. 

So the applicability of branding to a higher educational setup itself is debated. Still it has 

to be noted that the universities in the recent times are increasingly communicating as 

commercial organizations (Chapleo, 2010). In spite of there being a dearth of literature on 

the branding activities of higher educational institutions, it cannot be ignored that they 

have been making use of marketing techniques like advertisement, publicity, sponsorships 

etc… to build their brands and stay alive in the public’s imagination.  

 Even the institutions that have embraced the concept of branding face a lot of 

challenges in implementation of the concept.  It should be noted that branding a 

university is a complex phenomenon. A higher educational institution has different 

layers. It needs to balance the ambitions of the faculty and staff, the dreams and 

aspirations of the students, the expectations of their parents and the overall wellbeing 

of the community. It is no child’s play to come up with a brand that can satisfy all 

these stakeholders with a single approach. The brand image projected by a university 

may attract one group of students and may not have the same impact on others. The 

real conflict emerges when the university brand does not appeal in the same way 

among a variety of stakeholder groups. If the institution selects one message for all 

stakeholders; the effectiveness of the brand becomes questionable as it won’t have the 

same impact across all of them; on the other hand if it selects different messages to 

different stakeholders the authenticity of the brand becomes questionable. Thus 

positioning of the university brand among multiple stakeholders is a major challenge 

in branding of higher education. 

 Branding a university is a costly affair. A US study by Brewer et al (2002) has shown 

that prestige- seeking higher educational institutions tend to invest in areas such as 

admission selectivity, student consumption benefits (dorms, eating facilities etc…)or 

other measures intended to improve their positions in the publicized rankings 

(Dill,2003). Stensaker (2005) seeks these as relatively costly investments, especially 

since it is not known how much such investments actually matter for student choice. 

He reasons that since institutions involved in the branding game tend to spend money 
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in the same areas, and since competing for prestige is a zero sum game, this means 

that the investments are both high risk and may have little impact on student choice. 

The ultimate value of an educational brand is determined by its stakeholders. It is 

worth only what the students and parents are willing to pay for, the donors are willing 

to support and the faculty and staff are willing to contribute to make it real. (Gupta, 

Singh 2010) 

 Differentiating the university from its competitors is not an easy job. There is a 

danger of branding activity taking priority in the university over other things that 

should actually matter. The universities have a tendency of assuming that they need to 

follow the same tactics used by their competitors to survive in the market. Without 

bothering to find out whether these are considered important by their customers or not 

they simply end up imitating their competitors’ branding strategies.  In the process 

instead of actually differentiating themselves and being unique they rather become 

more similar (Belanger, 2002). As Temple and Shattock (2007) noted “most 

universities are actually doing (or they say are) very like most other universities … in 

branding they play with some mix of “excellence”, “quality”, “achievement” – none 

remotely unique”. 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

 There is no universally applicable definition for branding in higher education. The 

reason for this can be attributed to the fact that the branding needs of different institutions are 

different and every institution is unique in its own way. There is no doubt that there are some 

factors like reputation, caliber of the faculty, courses offered, infrastructure facilities 

available (both physical and technical), location and cost which can be considered as 

common ground for measuring the brand value. The future research can be focused on 

exploring these factors in detail and identifying other common variables which comprises the 

higher education brand. Along with the common variables discussed above, the educational 

institutions must focus on building a unique identity for themselves which differentiates them 

from other institutions in order to become a brand in the truest sense. With this conclusion 

this paper allows for further research in an extensive manner to make it more empirical.  
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