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If you look at businesses, nonprofits, and universities that have 
had great success with their marketing and communication 
efforts, it’s because they’ve mastered doing one thing really well: 
they know how to tell a good story. Organizations like Apple, 
Starbucks, Patagonia, GoPro, Disney, Toms, and others under-
stand that good storytelling is one of the best ways to reach 
their customers and win their trust. But it’s not just any type of 
story that wins a customer’s trust and engagement, but a certain 
type of story.

The story you tell has to actually matter to your audience.

What Does Storytelling have to do with 
Marketing?
Stories are intrinsic to our nature as human beings. Unlike 
fact-heavy lectures or presentations, stories have the ability to 
tap into the human spirit. They resonate with our emotions and 
values, often pointing to a deeper human truth. This is why we 
often remember things better when we hear them in a story. It’s 
why we tell our kids fairy tales: to teach them something about 
the world in a form that’s more entertaining and effective than 
merely telling them about it. Stories are so powerful that they 
can even save our lives. 

A Fast Company article titled “Change or Die” featured a striking 
statistic uncovered by Dr. Edward Miller, the dean of the medical 
school and CEO of the hospital at Johns Hopkins University. He 
found that, within two years, 90 percent of people who have had 
coronary-artery bypass grafting surgery revert back to the same 
unhealthy habits that led to their heart disease in the first place. 
Despite their brush with death, the majority of these patients fail 
to make long-term changes to the pernicious habits that they 
could control. 

But employing the techniques of good storytelling could actually 
change these discouraging findings; Dr. Dean Ornish, a profes-
sor of medicine at the University of California, San Francisco, has 
helped his patients make lasting lifestyle changes by encourag-
ing them to imagine a happier future made possible by benefi-
cial behavior. The use of their imaginations fueled their desire to 
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maintain permanent changes much more effectively than those 
who were otherwise spewed facts about harmful and healthy 
behaviors. Dr. Ornish’s emphasis on story led to healthier, happi-
er, and longer lives.

There’s no doubt that a journey is far more engaging than a 
statement. Audiences are captured by narrative, especially ones 
that chart the path to a resolution that they are invested in. And 
what better way to invest someone in a story than to put them 
at the center?

Who’s the Hero in Your Marketing?
A fatal mistake that most schools make when marketing their 
academic programs, engaging donors and alumni, or communi-
cating their mission to external stakeholders is that their stories 
are all about the school—what makes the school’s programs 
worth the sticker prices, the commitment and success of the 
faculty, or the service-oriented work the school is doing for the 
community. Of course, these things do matter to your audience 
and need to be communicated. 

But the problem isn’t that most schools are not communicating 
them; it’s that they’re not communicating them in the right way. 
What makes some schools stand apart from the rest is their 
commitment to place their audience—and not the school itself—
at the center of the story they’re telling with their marketing and 
communication efforts.

Think of that person you meet at a party who is going on and 
on about how much money they make or how many luxurious 
destinations they frequent a year. The truth is that many schools 
come across like that insufferable party guest, only communi-
cating how great their offerings are in a manner that is arrogant 
and, honestly, uninteresting. 

When it comes to your audience, they only want to hear about 
how your school can affect them in meaningful ways. Whether 
that’s providing them with a means to follow their career aspi-
rations or financially support a mission they feel enthusiastic 
about, they want to know how your school can impact their own 
lives, dreams, and aspirations.

Now think about someone you meet at a party who takes time 
to ask you questions, demonstrates a genuine interest in your 
life, and connects with you by sharing their own experiences 
and stories. In the exact same way, it’s by modeling this type of 
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communication that you make your audience 
trust your school and want to enter into a re-
lationship with it. When the story you tell pres-
ents your school as the secondary character 
concerned with the success of your audience, 
it will compel them to engage your services 
with an understanding of how your school can 
impact their lives for the better.

Position Your School as the Guide
Every good story has a hero—a character 
we root for and want to succeed. And your 
audience is only going to be interested in your 
school’s story if they themselves are the hero 
of it. That’s what Apple did in the 90s with their 
“Think Different” campaign. People resonated 
with the campaign, as well as the story they 
heard, because Apple presented their customers 
as the hero within a narrative of individuality 
and uniqueness. In this story, Apple was merely 
the helpful “guide” that could equip the custom-
er with technology to enable their self-expres-
sion and creativity.

The good news it that there is great potential 
for your school to tell a great story, as it offers 
a service that can drastically transform your 
audience’s lives for good. You aren’t selling 
toothpaste or vacuums, but rather an education 
that can lead to meaningful and fulfilling careers, 
national economic health, and greater civic 
engagement. And those are only some of the 
many ways your school impacts students, alum-
ni, donors, and the community for the better. 

There are few services one can purchase that are 
as life-changing as a university education. That’s 
why your school has a story that your audience 
needs to hear—one in which you help them 
reach fundamental life goals and dreams. Who 
wouldn’t want to be part of a story like that?

Then how exactly do you speak to prospective 
students, parents, donors, faculty, employees, 
and other stakeholders with your marketing 
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and communication efforts in a way that posi-
tions them as the hero and your school as the 
trusted and dependable guide?

This ebook will explain how to elevate your 
school’s brand in the minds of your audience 
using a proven and easy-to-follow framework 
that puts them at the center of your brand’s 
story. Much of this ebook takes many of the 
concepts developed by best-selling author 
Donald Miller in his book Building a Story Brand 
and applies them to the world of higher educa-
tion. In addition to providing helpful informa-
tion, the end of each chapter will include next 
steps to consider 
to help you think 
through how you 
can apply some 
of these tech-
niques today into 
your marketing 
strategy. 

As you know, 
higher ed is an industry unlike any other with 
its own unique challenges and opportunities. 
By positioning your school as the helpful 
and knowledgeable “guide”—as opposed to 
the “hero” —you can communicate the value 
and benefit of your school in a proven way 
that captures your audience’s attention and 
ultimately wins their trust and engagement. 
This is a game-changing technique that can 
help you meet enrollment, fundraising, en-
gagement, recruitment, retainment, and other 
institutional goals critical for success in today’s 
higher ed landscape.
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It’s important that the story your marketing tells positions your 
audience as the main character, not your school. As Donald 
Miller explains in his book Building a Story Brand, the best brands 
understand that their story needs to explain how they can help 
their audience—whom they recognize as the “hero”—achieve a 
goal or solve a problem. That’s because an audience only cares 
about a brand’s story if it ends with their life being changed for 
the better.

So if your audience needs to be the hero of your brand’s story, 
then your school needs to play the role of the “guide”—the 
helpful aid who leads them to achieving their goal. A “guide,” 
however, is not truly successful unless it has two major charac-
teristics: empathy and authority. In this chapter, we’ll take a look 
at the first characteristic and explain the importance of express-
ing empathy to your audience.

What is Empathy?
It’s easy to understand why empathy is such a critical factor in 
the way meaningful relationships are established and nurtured; 
we’ve all likely opened up to someone, be that a family member, 
friend, or coworker, only to be entirely misunderstood.  
It can leave us feeling neglected and dismissed, which definitely 

CHAPTER ONE 

Why You Need Empathy to 
Tell Your Brand Story1
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doesn’t help strengthen a relationship. Of course, the opposite is 
also true: the more we feel understood and accepted by anoth-
er, the stronger that relationship becomes.

An article from Forbes unpacks three types of empathy: “cogni-
tive empathy” (understanding what another person feels), “emo-
tional empathy” (experiencing the feelings of another person), 
and “compassionate empathy” (acting to do something about 
the understanding and feelings). It’s when all three types of 
empathy are expressed that we’re able to connect most deeply 
to another person. Of course, your university or college isn’t a 
person, but the same rules apply. 

Your audience is only going to want to interact with you if they 
feel that you understand and care for them while offering a way 
to help them through some type of service or “action.” Whether 
they be a prospective student hoping to reach their dream 
career or a recently retired donor eager to support a meaningful 
and worthwhile organization, your audience wants to see that 
your school demonstrates an interest in their desires. Your 
noticeable compassion is what makes your brand story resonate 
in a way that can help you meet enrollment, fundraising, engage-
ment, and other institutional goals. 

How Can You Convey Empathy to Your 
Audiences?
Fuller Theological Seminary, a graduate seminary in the greater 
Los Angeles area, recently made the difficult decision to move 
their campus 30 miles east to Pomona. As you can imagine, 
relocating a major institution of higher learning is a massive 
undertaking—certainly one that would create a fair amount of 
anxiety amongst donors, students, faculty, and other stakehold-
ers. However, Fuller proactively and carefully acknowledged this 
uncertainty in a number of ways. Namely, they directly assessed 
people’s nervousness in an issue of their university publication, 
appropriately titled “Disruption.” In the magazine, Fuller featured 
faculty, the president of the university, and other stakeholders 
reflecting on the historic move and what it would mean for their 
future. It was a great way to demonstrate to their audience that 
they both understand and feel for them—that they’re all “in it 
together”—and are committed to doing everything they can to 
make the transition as smooth as possible. Such a public display 
of brand “empathy” helps their stakeholders trust that the 
dramatic change is not happening without them in mind.

Your audience wants 

to see that your school 

demonstrates an interest 

in their desires.

CHAPTER ONE Why You Need Empathy to Tell Your Brand Story

https://www.forbes.com/sites/bhaligill/2017/11/17/empathy-is-crucial-to-any-personal-or-professional-relationship-heres-how-to-cultivate-it/#161e7e167961
https://fullerstudio.fuller.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/FULLER_Magazine_Disruption_Issue12.pdf
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Regis University also demonstrates brand empathy with its 
engaging treatment of prospective adult degree completion 
students. On their website, they provide three clear and easy-
to-follow options for visitors to explore: “To Fulfill My Passions,” 
“To Advance My Career Path,” and “To Earn a Bigger Paycheck.” 
These three navigation paths reveal that Regis understands 
how varied and unique are the motivations for adults to return 
to higher ed. Because the idea of going to school after so many 
years away can be nerve racking, this effective digital strategy 

gives prospective students a clear 
place to start on their educational 
journey, reflecting Regis’ atten-
tion to the perceived challenges 
that may hinder an adult’s choice 
to apply.

Likewise, in regard to the tradi-
tional undergraduate student, 
a student vlogger at Chapman 
University posts videos with tips 
about life as a college student. In 

one video, for example, she explains ideal ways to organize your 
dorm with IKEA products. Such a helpful resource not only gives 
prospective students a real “look behind the scenes” of life on 
campus, but it also shows how a student who truly understands 
a rising freshman’s fears can offer trust-building guidance.

Know Your Audience So You Can Empathize
There are numerous ways to demonstrate empathy to your 
audience, from emails to videos to alumni magazines, but the key 
is first to familiarize yourself with what your audience is feeling 
and thinking and then to communicate that you understand them 
with the story you tell with your marketing. How can you demon-
strate to a new student at orientation that they won’t be alone 
during that stressful first week? How can you relay to a donor that 
you want to give—and are giving—them tangible results of their 
financial support? How can you share with a prospective adult 
student that you’re committed to supporting them through what 
can be a significant financial and emotional investment?

If your audience doesn’t believe that you have their best inter-
ests in mind, then they aren’t going to care whether or not you 
can help them solve their problems—even if you can! You might 

CHAPTER ONE Why You Need Empathy to Tell Your Brand Story

Empathy is critical to the 

marketing story you tell.

Regis University website clearly 
addresses student motivations.

https://www.regis.edu/Adult-Learners.aspx
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XO2YKX-0jwQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XO2YKX-0jwQ
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have the perfect offerings, but audiences will turn away if they 
aren’t confident in whether you genuinely “feel for them.”

There is no doubt that empathy is critical to the marketing story 
you tell—but that alone isn’t enough. You might be able to 
express that you care about your audience’s problems, but they 
won’t really listen if they don’t have a reason to believe you can 
actually do anything about them. That’s why it’s just as important 
to convey authority as well.

Steps to Consider:
Can you identify places within your marketing strategy that 
convey empathy to you audience? It is helpful to audit your mar-
keting content in order to identity whether or not each piece is 
conveying that you both understand and feel for your audience.

If so, what exactly makes these pieces “empathetic”? Is it the 
language you’re using, the type of photography, the overall 
design and presentation?

What do you think each one of your major audiences (prospec-
tive undergraduate students, alumni, donors, faculty recruits, 
etc.) wants to hear from you to be convinced that you under-
stand them? Brainstorm this for each audience separately with 
your team. Try to do this with people on campus who know 
each audience best, such as admissions counselors, university 
advancement officers, etc.

What are some ways you can find out what your audience is 
thinking and feeling? Have you conducted interviews, focus 
groups, or user testing in the past that you can reference? 

If you answered no the last question, how might you start col-
lecting this information from your audience?

CHAPTER ONE Why You Need Empathy to Tell Your Brand Story
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In the last chapter, we explained how important it is for your 
school to demonstrate empathy—that you understand and “feel 
for”—your audiences. In this chapter, we’ll review the second 
and equally necessary characteristic of a good brand: authority.

What is Authority in Marketing?
Once you have convinced an alum, prospective student, faculty 
recruit, or community stakeholder that you understand and 
care about their needs and desires, they will want to know if you 
can help them do something about them. Even if your marketing 
material already tells your audience that you have just the right 
service or opportunity for them, no one will believe you if all 
you’re doing is telling them; you have to show them, too.

As Donald Miller explains in Building a Story Brand, conveying 
authority is how you demonstrate to your audience that you 
have the expertise and capacity to solve their problems or help 
them meet their goals. Your audience isn’t looking for a school 
to only empathize with them, but one that can also help them.

CHAPTER TWO 

Why You Need Authority 
to Tell Your Brand Story2

Conveying authority is how 

you demonstrate to your 

audience that you have 

the expertise and capacity 

to solve their problems or 

help them meet their goals.
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Authority in Practice
Since every school’s marketing story claims that 
they have the perfect program or fundraising 
initiative, demonstrating real authority—not 
just talking about it—can give your school a 
major edge. One organization that is particular-
ly great at this is the successful email marketing 
service Mailchimp, whose brilliant story conveys 
how they truly “get” email marketing. Not 
only do they offer email marketing resources, 
which include tips, guides, and tutorials, but 
they also feature customer success stories that 
reveal how their customers are finding success 
through Mailchimp’s services. In other words, 
by featuring “how-to” content and customer 
success stories, they are showing, and not tell-
ing, their audience how they can help leverage 
email to meet business goals.

Another successful brand that has done a good 
job of demonstrating authority is Warby Parker. 
As a company that sells customized eyeglasses, 
one way they show their expertise is by offering 

CHAPTER TWO Why You Need Authority to Tell Your Brand Story

visitors to their website a fun and engaging quiz 
to determine what pairs of glasses they might 
be most interested in. Not only is this a clever 
way to get visitors to engage with their site, but 
it reveals a deep understanding of both their 
audience’s desires and preferences. This formu-
laic, personalized, and detailed quiz helps them 
establish that they really know the eyeglasses 
business.

As an example related to higher ed, UC Davis 
conveys authority with engaging content 
through a blog called “What Can I Do With My 
Major?,” which features articles and stories 
explaining the many career options available 
to students based on their selected major. 
Prospective students (and their parents) are 
therefore able to use the university as a guide 
to help them think about the value and possible 
career paths of certain majors. The blog high-
lights real-life examples of UC Davis alumni, 
which only adds to its authority as a major 
university committed to helping students find 
desirable jobs no matter their field of interest.

UC Davis provides engaging content through a blog.

https://mailchimp.com/resources/
https://mailchimp.com/resources/success-stories/
https://www.warbyparker.com/quiz?active=true
https://www.ucdavis.edu/majors/blog
https://www.ucdavis.edu/majors/blog
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CHAPTER TWO Why You Need Authority to Tell Your Brand Story

Using Available Resources to 
Demonstrate Authority
One great benefit your institution has is an 
“in-house” population of educated faculty 
and staff who can help you demonstrate your 
authority; as an organization committed to 
spreading and expanding knowledge, they are 
perfect resources to tap into. This is exactly 
what Boston University has done, highlighting 
their faculty experts who have been featured in 
the news media. Visitors can search by faculty 
expert or topic, ultimately walking away with 
the impression that BU’s faculty is world class 
and participating actively in a variety of societal 
initiatives and issues.

If empathy reveals the “heart” of your brand, 
then authority reveals the “head.” Can you fea-
ture testimonials from alumni highlighting how 
they took advantage of your school’s career 
services and landed a job after graduating? Can 
you demonstrate to donors how their generous 
giving has contributed to a new learning center 
or science lab? Can you feature third-party 
endorsements highlighting the quality of your 
academic programs so that your audience sees 
that your school isn’t the only one celebrating 
its programs? It’s necessary to provide “reasons 
to believe” that you can actually make a differ-
ence in the lives of your audience. If they know 
your school both cares about them and can 
do something to help them, then you’re telling 
the right story with your marketing—one your 
audience will want to be a part of. 

It’s necessary to provide “reasons to 

believe” that you can actually make a 

difference in the lives of your audience.

Boston University highlighting in-house authority.

http://www.bu.edu/experts/
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CHAPTER TWO Why You Need Authority to Tell Your Brand Story

There are countless ways for your institution to demonstrate 
authority, which include promoting testimonials, educational 
content, statistics, third-party endorsements, awards, commu-
nity partnerships, and more. Over the next few chapters, we’ll 
provide tangible and effective examples of how you can convey 
both empathy and authority in the story you tell to your audi-
ence so that you can ultimately earn their support and meet 
your varied institutional goals.

Steps to Consider to Build Authority in Your 
Marketing:
How are you not only telling your audience you can help them 
solve their problems or reach their goals but also showing them? 
Review your marketing content and look for instances when you 
are proving you have some kind of authority and expertise.

Where could you use stats, testimonials, or third-party endorse-
ments to convey authority in the gaps you have in your market-
ing? We’ll get into these more specifically in the next chapters.

How might you adopt some of the strategies used in the above 
examples both inside and outside of higher education? 

What are some ways to incorporate the expertise of faculty, 
staff, or alumni? How might you best promote that expertise (in 
a blog, video, social media post, etc.)? Similar to the last chapter, 
it’s worth collaborating with others on campus and thinking this 
through for each major audience separately.
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CHAPTER THREE 

How to Get Testimonials and Why 
They Matter So Much for Your Brand3

Sure, your marketing is the outlet for you to share how you can 
help others, but your message will resonate even more when 
you’re not the one sharing it; rather, your brand will be most 
trustworthy with testimonials, or content featuring what others 
have said about your college or university. Who better to speak 
for you than those who have already benefited from your school?

Of course, featuring testimonial content presupposes that your 
audience does in fact have positive things to say about your 
school. If your offerings aren’t solving their problems or helping 
them reach their goals, then no technique covered in this 
chapter (or ebook, for that matter!) will do you any good. Every 
good brand knows how to tell a compelling story that promises 
something to their audience, but every good brand also—at 
its core—genuinely offers something that delivers on that very 
brand promise. Assuming your school has been making your 
audience’s lives better, you’re already in a great position to boost 
your marketing story with prominently featured testimonials. 

The most challenging part of this can be tracking down those 
who have engaged your school’s services, be they committed 
faculty members, recent alumni, or long-time donors, and asking 
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CHAPTER THREE How to Get Testimonials and Why They Matter So Much for Your Brand

them to share their experience. But while it will 
require some leg work to accrue, organize, and 
present testimonial content, the effort is well 
worth it. 

Build Testimonial Surveys for Each 
Audience
Fortunately, there are some strategies to 
gather testimonials that are just as simple as 
they are effective. One relatively easy way is 
to email current students, alumni, donors, or 
others in your audience a survey with a few 
questions and space for them to share about 
their experience with your school. Make sure 
you keep these surveys short, and don’t ask 
for too much! You’ll only get a few responses 
for a survey that’s going to take more than five 
minutes to fill out. 

Not only can a survey like this provide you with 
valuable stats (we’ll cover those in the next 
chapter), but it can also help you build a repos-
itory of testimonial content. Even if you end up 
with more content than you need, you’ll now 
have a hub of testimonials to draw from over 
time. One last note—and this goes for all tes-
timonial content: always make sure to receive 
permission to use what someone said on any of 
your marketing material.

Go Where Your Audience Is
Another effective way to build up testimonial 
content is to go straight to where your audience 
is located. At this year’s Homecoming, for 
example, you can reach the several alumni 

you know will be in attendance with a booth at 
which to share their two cents. Pull out a cam-
era (or smartphone, if that’s all you have) and 
ask them to say a few words about what made 
their university experience so special. This is 
an easy way to capture short clips that can be 
placed on social media or your website with 
minimal editing. And you’ll probably find that 
most alumni are thrilled by the opportunity to 
reminisce with you about their alma mater. 

Think Through How to Utilize Each 
Type of Testimonial
Faculty and staff are often great allies while 
you’re acquiring testimonials, as a graduating 
student or high-level donor may be more 
inclined to respond to a professor or university 
advancement officer with whom they have built 
a relationship as opposed to a faceless email 
address from the school. Requests from faculty 
can be especially effective when you need a 
specific type of testimonial, such as one from a 
music major or online adult student. With this 
in mind, consider how you can recruit fellow 
employees to connect you with the audience 
you need.

Despite all the work it could take to get testi-
monials, they are critical tools to show your 
audience that people like them have benefited 
from your university or college. This is exactly 
why restaurants with strong Yelp reviews have 
such an advantage: past customers give evi-
dence and a “reason to believe” that others will 
be pleased with their food and service.
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Video Testimonials are Powerful
Once you have your testimonial content, 
there are a number of ways to share it in your 
marketing story, from a concise quote on your 
website to a simple video on social media or 
within an article in your alumni magazine. As an 
example, check out this touching and inspiring 
video by the American Cancer Society, which 
features a girl named Zia Saylor who sold 
homemade bracelets to help raise over $11,000 
for charity. The American Cancer Society could 
have told the exact same story with web copy, 
but visitors to the website find it much more 
powerful and compelling to hear it from a 
fellow donor themselves.

Such videos remain impactful for colleges and 
universities as well. Oklahoma State University, 
for example, features “Orange Memories,” in 
which students share how their time at college 
has helped affirm their authentic sense of 
identity as well as how they want to impact the 
world after graduation. Santa Clara produced a 
similar video featuring current students’ deep 
sense of community within a vibrant campus 
setting that offers limitless opportunities for 
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engagement. While your university marketing 
collateral needs to communicate what makes 
your campus unique and connected, it must 
also be supplemented with testimonials that 
give your audience a compelling “reason to 
believe” in your story.

Get Creative When Displaying 
Testimonials
Videos aren’t the only way to deliver a testimo-
nial, of course—it is cheaper yet similarly effec-
tive to pull quotes from conversations you’ve 
had with your audience. For instance, this 
well-designed print piece by Loyola University 
New Orleans Law School features engaging 
photos of students that are accompanied by 
quotes, a simple way to prove that the informa-
tion in the brochure is believable.

Long Form Testimonials Can Be 
Effective
Additionally, you might feature testimonials in 
the form of longer articles or stories, such as 
in a university blog or print publication. Mazda 
does exactly this with their “My Mazda, My 
Story,” a series of long-form stories that high-
light positive experiences that customers have 
had with the company’s various car models. In 
fact, this relates to another effective tactic for 
conveying empathy and authority with your 
brand: content marketing (we’ll discuss this in 
more detail in a later chapter!). 

Santa Clara University shares student testimonials on 
the sense of community.

https://youtu.be/BxMZX4eBs0Y
https://youtu.be/BxMZX4eBs0Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=57&v=_pyR9p1OOFg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hn6Qo4YdxSk
https://www.case.org/Documents/Awards/Circle_of_Excellence/2018_COE_Winners/LUNO%20Law_Viewbook.pdf
https://insidemazda.mazdausa.com/drivers-life/my-mazda-my-story/
https://insidemazda.mazdausa.com/drivers-life/my-mazda-my-story/
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It’s important to thread consistent testimo-
nials throughout your marketing story, as 
each example of what others have to say in 
their own words helps maintain the overall 
“reason to believe.” You should have them 
featured on your website and all throughout 
print brochures, landing pages, social media 
campaigns, annual reports, and anywhere else 

CHAPTER THREE How to Get Testimonials and Why They Matter So Much for Your Brand

your audience is going to engage with your 
school. You don’t, however, have to bombard 
your audience with hundreds of testimonials 
for them to be effective. A couple of well-craft-
ed videos and a few strategically placed quotes 
(like those in the aforementioned brochure) 
can do wonders in making the story you’re 
telling with your marketing both believable 
and compelling to your audience.

Steps to Consider:
Identify in your marketing where you are and 
aren’t using testimonials—might there be an 
opportunity to include more of them? 

Consider the different types of testimonials 
you’re using. Do you you have many current 
student testimonials but few donor testimoni-
als? It’s worth considering each major audience 
separately to ensure you have the right type 
and number of testimonials for each one. You 
may have a hundreds testimonials from alumni 
all over your website, but you won’t be speaking 
to all of your audiences if you fail to highlight 
donors or adult students.

In what format are your testimonials? Are they 
mostly quotes? Primarily blog posts? Remember 
that variety keeps your marketing engaging. 
How can you can diversify the format of your 
presentation?

Do you have testimonial content that you’re not 
promoting effectively? You may have responses 
from a survey that can be repurposed, or 

maybe other departments on campus have 
their own testimonial content that you may 
not know about. It’s not uncommon to have 
testimonial content that simply hasn’t yet been 
integrated or made public. (A reminder: Make 
sure you have permission to use someone’s 
quote, picture, or name before doing so!)

There’s no need to be overwhelmed! Start 
simply: think through some survey questions 
you could ask a specific audience and consider 
sending it out. Even if you’re not quite ready to 
turn those responses into marketing content, 
you’ll at least have it for when you are. It’s 
always best to work with those on campus who 
know the particular audience best. Once you 
know who you’re marketing to, how to reach 
them, and how to diversify an effective set of 
testimonials, you’ll be supported by those who 
can vouch for you—those who give people like 
them a “reason to believe.”
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Why Stats Are Critical  
to Your Brand Story4

When considering examples of effective “reasons to believe” to 
include in your marketing story, statistics tends to be obvious. 
It’s through statistics—the “cold hard facts”—that you can often 
answer some of the most important questions your audience 
is asking: What is the graduation rate of your programs? How 
many graduates get jobs, and where? How are my donations 
being used to support the mission of the school? 

Of course, such questions (and many more like these) are 
perfectly understandable, especially when it comes to one 
of the biggest investments your customers will make in their 
lives; an education costs tens of thousands of dollars and will 
have a lifelong impact. And while there are a constellation of 
pieces that constitute a convincing and effective brand story 
(as this ebook highlights), statistics are extremely persuasive 
in showing your audience that your school can both solve their 
problems and help them reach their goals.

Similar to testimonials, however, the most challenging aspect of 
highlighting statistics to your audience is tracking down the right 
information. No matter how difficult, it’s important to put consid-
erable effort into collecting, organizing, and presenting valuable 
stats, as this information goes far with today’s increasing public 
demand for schools to demonstrate their value and worth. 
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Dig Around for Available Data
Collecting data will often mean working closely 
with other colleagues across campus. For 
example, you could collaborate with university 
advancement to find out how many Millennial 
alumni are donating each month and then 
use those numbers in a creative way to attract 
other alumni on social media or email. Or you 
might reach out to the financial aid office for an 
up-to-date report on how much aid your school 
awards so that you present the best informa-
tion to prospective students and parents in the 
right places along their buyer journeys. You 
might already have some great information 
collected but just need to think through how 
best to organize and present it in a creative 
and compelling way. Take time to do a kind of 
“inventory audit,” going over all of your data to 
see what could be promoted or more effectively 
highlighted.

Start Collecting Useful Data Now
If you don’t have certain data that you would 
otherwise find useful, you can begin collecting 
them today. Even though this effort may not 
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pay off for a couple of years, your work will 
help ensure a strong marketing story in the 
future. For example, you could ask your MBA 
program to start following up on their most 
recent graduates six months after graduation 
to see whether and where they are employed. If 
you have the capacity, offer to help them create 
an easy-to-complete survey that the business 
school can send out as an email campaign. 
What about the school of nursing, education, or 
engineering? If you start building systems that 
track the success of your students today, then 
you’ll have much more to pull from and high-
light tomorrow. The key is to start collecting this 
data as soon as you realize you don’t already 
have it or aren’t already collecting it.

Leverage Your School’s 
Statisticians!
The truth is that you will not always be able to 
track down everything you want. It can be hard 
to get in touch with graduates and busy donors, 
and you’ll certainly not be able to track down 
specific information like the average salary 
of graduates by acquiring a response from 
each and every alum. Fortunately, there are 
easy-to-implement statistical models out there 
to help you establish a large enough population 
from which you can pull valuable, accurate, and 
statistically significant data. 

In other words, a basic understanding of statis-
tics methodology will allow you to collect mean-
ingful data about an entire population while 
needing only to talk to a small percentage of 
your alumni or current students. Several tools 
online can walk you through this process with 
relative ease, all without the need to employ an 

If you start building systems that track 

the success of your students today, then 

you’ll have much more to pull from and 

highlight tomorrow.
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expert statistician (that said, you’re lucky to have an institution 
with math or sociology departments that most likely have an 
expert statistician on hand!).

Thinkful, an organization that provides programming and de-
velopment courses for those looking to get into the tech world, 
has done a great job of using stats to tell their marketing story. 
They provide statistics that highlight what one could expect as 
a return on their investment, including the percentage of grads 
hired as full-time developers as well as grads’ average reported 
salary increase. They also provide a detailed breakdown of these 
two outcomes in impressive report formats. These are exactly 
the kinds of statistics that give Thinkful’s prospective students 
the confidence to enroll.

Display Stats in Eye Catching Graphics
Pepperdine University’s business school (Graziadio) shares 
convincing stats in a similar way, having devoted space on their 
website to display outcomes like the percentage of accepted job 
offers, the highest starting salary, and a breakdown of the indus-
tries in which graduates found employment. Another example 
from higher ed, Kenyon College, offers an easy-to-navigate 
“Kenyon By The Numbers” section, which features stats that de-
tail its number of tenure-track faculty holding a terminal degree, 
the percentage of students who graduate in four years, and the 
number of consecutive years the school has been recognized as 
a top producer of Fulbright fellows.

Don’t Forget Abound Stats for Alumni and 
Donors
While stats like these certainly matter to prospective students, 
they are also just as important when speaking to your other 
audiences, such as alumni and donors. As an institution as-
piring to increase financial support, your school is competing 
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Implementing statistics into the story you’re telling 

with your marketing adds a level of professionalism and 

respect to your school.

Pepperdine University shares eye-catching 
graphics on student outcomes.

https://www.thinkful.com/outcomes/
https://bschool.pepperdine.edu/career-services/employment-statistics/
https://bschool.pepperdine.edu/career-services/employment-statistics/
https://www.kenyon.edu/about-kenyon/
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against countless other worthwhile charity and 
non-profit organizations to which your audi-
ence could just as easily give their money. 

Powerfully communicating with their audience, 
Invisible Children’s website highlights key 
stats in the same way that any other company 
would to instill confidence in their prospective 
supporters. They appeal to donors by including 
the number of bills signed into law with the 
help of their efforts as well as how many tens 
of millions of dollars they have gotten the U.S. 
Government to spend on life-saving programs 
in Central African Communities. 

Turning back to higher ed, the University 
of Michigan in Ann Arbor leverages donors 
by highlighting the success of their “Giving 
Blueday” with a breakdown of how much 
money specific programs and initiatives 
within their various schools and departments 
received. Rather than state that the university 
raised money for the institution as a whole, the 
detailed breakdown precisely lays out where 
donors’ money is going. When potential donors 
know how money is used, they will be much 
more confident that their contributions will be 
applied in the way they want them to be.

Lastly, implementing statistics into the story 
you’re telling with your marketing adds a level 
of professionalism and respect to your school. 
It conveys to your audience that you take both 
their concerns and questions seriously and that 
they deserve to have accurate data and infor-
mation to help them make the decision that’s 
best for them. 
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Steps to Consider:
Audit your content to identify the areas in 
which you are using stats. Are there areas 
in your marketing that could benefit from a 
piece of data? Make sure you do this for each 
major audience—you may, for example, have 
great stats for donors but lack compelling 
stats for adult degree completion students.

Are the stats you’re highlighting up to date 
and convincing? Might there be a more 
interesting and compelling way to represent 
them with your design? Stats from ten years 
ago aren’t going to be nearly as effective as 
stats from last year.

If you aren’t already collecting information 
that would be valuable, how can you start 
doing so? Try to identity who you need to 
work with in order to put into place a helpful 
system of data collection.

If you can’t track down certain data, are there 
other ways to convey something similar? For 
example, if you can’t find out the average 
salary of graduating MBA students, can you 
at least find out how many graduating MBA 
students get jobs within six months of grad-
uation? It’s worth thinking creatively about 
what you can highlight even if what you want 
to highlight isn’t available.

https://invisiblechildren.com/get-involved/advocate/
https://invisiblechildren.com/get-involved/advocate/
https://www.givingblueday.org/pages/giving-blueday-leaderboards
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An important and very convincing way to demonstrate authority 
is to display third-party validation in the form of awards or dis-
tinguished recognition. It’s terrific that your school is recognized 
as a great teaching institution or one of the local community’s 
most sustainable organizations—but what makes an award so 
impactful is that someone else is saying this or that about your 
school. In other words, a respected third party is saying it on 
your behalf, which makes for a much more convincing “reason to 
believe” that your school can deliver on the promise embedded 
in your marketing story. A prospective student or parent, faculty 
recruit, or donor is much more likely to believe you can solve 
their problem or help them reach a goal if a respected “other” is 
already vouching for you.

We see this all of the time outside of higher education. The auto-
motive company Kia does a great job of highlighting third-party 
endorsements on their website, featuring awards they have 
won for various car models. Another example is Best Buy, 
whose website homepage includes that they have been named 
“Barron’s 2019 Most Sustainable Company” and are listed among 
the “World’s Most Ethical Companies.” By featuring awards like 
these front and center, they are demonstrating that unbiased 
third-party organizations have vouched for the quality of the 
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https://www.kia.com/us/en/content/why-kia/leadership/awards/awards-kia-motors
https://www.bestbuy.com/
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company and its products. Cuisinart, too, highlights their awards 
with a “Cuisinart Master Awards List,” which rather convincingly 
gets across to customers that they have an impressive reposito-
ry of third-party validations.

College Rankings as Validators
When it comes to higher education, one of the most popular 
ways to emphasize third-party validation is by highlighting 
traditional university and college ranking systems. The prob-
lem is, however, that these ranking systems are limited and 
end up squaring certain schools against others, and the most 
prestigious and wealthiest of which end up benefiting the most. 
Additionally, these ranking systems have major flaws and can 
be manipulated both intentionally and unintentionally to benefit 
certain schools at the expense of others. 

The problems inherent in the traditional ranking systems have 
been covered by major publications. In fact, well-known jour-
nalist and author Malcolm Gladwell wrote about this in The New 
Yorker a few years ago. Gladwell explains that ranking a univer-
sity or college in a one-size-fits-all approach is no different than 
trying to rank the best automobiles in a comprehensive list; such 
an endeavor would pit SUVs against sedans against convertibles, 
all of which have certain strengths and weaknesses depending 
on what a given customer values. 

A college or university is similar in this respect. Each one varies 
greatly in size, location, offered disciplines, types of extracurric-
ulars, values, mission, and so on. That’s why a typical rankings 
system ultimately fails to serve smaller schools whose programs 
and services are just as high in quality as many of the brand-
name schools. The truth is that not all students are looking 
for the same kind of school, but rather one that fits their own 
unique and personal needs and expectations. While rankings 
can demonstrate quality in certain categories, they don’t ulti-
mately convey the whole story of what a school has to offer. The 
good news is that there are still ways to distinguish yourself with 
awards and third-party recognition without relying solely on the 
limited traditional ranking systems.

People and Ideas Over Prestige and Statistics
At Colleges of Distinction and Abound, we have designed an 
evaluation system that incorporates both quantitative and 
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What makes an award so 

impactful is that someone 

else is saying this or that 

about your school.

https://www.cuisinart.com/help-and-info/press-room/2595
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2011/02/14/the-order-of-things
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qualitative methods. We focus on all of a 
school’s qualities as opposed to a set of limiting 
statistics that tell only part of the story. We go 
beyond numbers to look at the ideas, people, 
and mission behind each institution. Colleges 
and universities don’t offer a one-dimensional 
service; they constitute a complex investment 
of time, resources, effort, and money. They 
offer several years of an immersive experience 
that not only prepares students for meaningful 
work, but also helps them forge and confirm 
personal identities and values; build lasting 
relationships with peers, mentors, and pro-
fessors; and widen their understanding of the 
world and their place within it. 

Our evaluation system isn’t hierarchical, either. 
We don’t actively pit certain schools against 
others. Instead, we evaluate schools in a 
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holistic light, considering how they demon-
strate characteristics that serve students best. 
For traditional undergraduate programs, we 
evaluate schools based on the following four 
distinctions: Engaged Students, Great Teaching, 
Vibrant Community, and Successful Outcomes. 
And, for graduate and adult degree programs: 
Accessibility, Affordability, Acceleration, and 
Advancement. 

Using Third Party Endorsements in 
Your Marketing
In the traditional undergraduate space, the 
College of Mount Saint Vincent has taken 
advantage of our evaluation process and award 
insignia by highlighting how the school has 
been recognized as a private Catholic school in 
New York as well as how their nursing, educa-
tion, and business programs are distinguished. 
Similarly, Elizabethtown College has highlighted 
their distinguished engineering program on 
their website to signal to prospective students 
a high quality of STEM-related education 
that they can expect should they choose to 
attend. Adelphi University stresses our “Career 
Development” recognition throughout their so-
cial media channels. Schools like the University 
of Indianapolis, High Point University, Seton Hill 
University, and many others have also been 
evaluated and recognized as quality institutions 
and highlight as such in effective ways in their 
digital marketing material.

College of Mount Saint Vincent displays 
endorsements and recognitions.

https://mountsaintvincent.edu/admission/
https://www.etown.edu/depts/engineering-physics/index.aspx
https://twitter.com/AdelphiCareers/status/1054413515681918976/photo/1?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1054413515681918976&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fcollegesofdistinction.com%2Fcalifornia-nominations%2F
https://twitter.com/AdelphiCareers/status/1054413515681918976/photo/1?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1054413515681918976&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fcollegesofdistinction.com%2Fcalifornia-nominations%2F
http://www.uindy.edu/
http://www.uindy.edu/
http://www.highpoint.edu/business/
https://www.setonhill.edu/academics/schools/business/
https://www.setonhill.edu/academics/schools/business/


23How To Elevate Your School’s Brand and Win Over Your Audiences
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Within the graduate and adult degree comple-
tion space, Fort Hays State University features 
Abound insignia on their website to provide 
third-party validation for their MBA program 
without needing to rely exclusively on tradition-
al ranking systems. Schools like the University 
of New Orleans, Mount Saint Mary’s University, 
Morningside College, and many others are 
doing the same: their use of Abound’s holistic 
award insignia conveys authority to prospective 
adult students in the same way. 

Using Endorsements Across 
Multiple Audiences
There are many other ways to convey authority 
to your audience by highlighting third-party 
awards. Perhaps your school has been rec-
ognized for its involvement in the local com-
munity? Alumni and donors are always happy 
to see proof that your institution is making a 
difference in the surrounding area and being 
recognized for it. Or perhaps your faculty 
have been awarded for their commitment to 
teaching, or your communications department 
for their creative marketing efforts? Things like 
these—and many others—are worth highlight-
ing in order to draw recruits and make your 
institution that much more attractive to your 
various audiences. 

Of course, the major reason third-party 
validation plays such a vital role in your 
marketing story is that you can’t fake them: 
you are either offering a service that is 
award-worthy or not. This is why at the 
heart of every great marketing and brand 
story is a brand that offers a great product 
or service. There is no shortcut for this, but 
if your university is serving its students, 
helping the community, and living up to its 
mission, then we encourage you to learn 
more about how you can gain the distinc-
tion your school deserves.

Interested in having your institution 
recognized by Abound or Colleges of 
Distinction?

Contact us at info@collegesofdistinction.com

Steps to Consider:
Audit your content to get a sense of where 
you are highlighting your awards and 
third-party validations. Are you finding 
gaps? Are you only highlighting them to 
certain audiences and not others? 

Are the awards you’re highlighting from 
quality and respected organizations? It’s 
important that your third-party validators 
are also organizations with which you want 
to be associated.

Are you only focused on highlighting tradi-
tional ranking systems in your marketing? 
Consider Colleges of Distinction and/or 
Abound, which can provide you with a less 
limiting way to speak about the quality of 
your school and programs.

Try reaching out to other departments 
and offices on campus to see if they have 
received awards from other organizations. 
You may find that other areas of your 
school have already been recognized but 
haven’t thought to share it with you.

Fort Hays State University displays third-party validation.

https://www.fhsu.edu/academic/gradschl/index
https://extended.uno.edu/
https://extended.uno.edu/
https://www.msmu.edu/weekend-and-evening/
https://www.morningside.edu/graduate-online-programs/
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Your brand’s story can be boosted further by bringing attention 
to the partnerships your school has forged with other organiza-
tions. Do you have partnerships with local businesses that offer 
attractive, exclusive internships to your students? Do you collab-
orate with area hospitals to offer seamless certificate programs 
to busy adult nursing students? Do you have relationships with 
local nonprofits or institutes with whom you can host joint 
speaking events and conferences?

The Halo Effect of Partnerships
Highlighting your relationships with other respected organi-
zations simply helps your own organization look good. For 
example, an education department with strong relationships 
in neighboring school districts or a business school with local 
startup connections automatically seem more trustworthy and 
of high quality; they already have third-party validation from 
community members in their field. Since quality organizations 
are only going to forge relationships with other quality organiza-
tions, it’s important not to downplay how your partnerships can 
help augment and cement a positive perception of your school.

CHAPTER SIX 
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How Are Others Leveraging Partnerships?
George Brown College strategically highlights their collabo-
ration and service with local partners in this brochure, which 
includes several quotes from industry experts and leaders in 
the city of Toronto sharing how they value working with the 
university’s students, faculty, and staff. The brochure deploys 
compelling photography depicting students and faculty off 
campus and within the community, revealing that George 
Brown College is not an isolated “ivory tower,” but rather a 
very involved contributor to its surrounding community. This 
also conveys to students that attending the school will con-
nect them to internship and networking opportunities and, 
therefore, a better chance of finding meaningful work in their 
chosen field after graduation. There is no doubt that this proud 
display of George Brown’s community partnerships is helping 
their overall marketing story.

Keenly aware that the effectiveness of a business school depends 
on how it relates to leading companies within its respective indus-
tries, the Thunderbird School of Global Management also takes 
advantage of its partnerships to support its marketing story. On 
their website, the school highlights their corporate partners by 
simply listing their logos, which include major brands like Toyota, 
Intel, Mayo Clinic, and Boeing. This mere display communicates to 
the audience its involvement in the industry and thus an impres-
sive level of authority as a business school.

Turning back to another aspect of an effective story brand, 
Georgetown University’s “MBA Employment Report” highlights 
corporate partners with an outstanding example of empathy 
and authority. Not only does the piece offer detailed information 
about the percentage of graduates who receive an offer within 
three months of graduating, the average full-time salary, and the 
average signing bonus (all great examples of compelling stats, 
which we discussed in a previous chapter), but they also include 
a list of top Georgetown MBA employers, including Amazon, 
Deloitte, and American Express. Overall, the piece is both very 
informative and persuasive.

More Than Just Businesses…
The University of San Diego (USD) has robust partnerships with 
universities all over the world, allowing students to gain inter-
national business experience in a number of places. They offer 
an impressive list of partner universities on their website, where 
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Arizona State University’s Thunderbird School 
of Global Management highlights corporate 
partners on their website.

The University of San Diego dedicates space to 
showcase their many partnerships with other 
institutions.

https://www.georgebrown.ca/reports/more-than-you-expect.pdf
https://thunderbird.asu.edu/executive-education
http://choosegeorgetown.com/reports/MBA%20Employment%20Report%202018%20FULL.pdf
https://www.sandiego.edu/business/centers-and-institutes/ahlers-international-business/global-opportunities/exchanges-and-partnerships/
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visitors can easily navigate by country, program 
level, and exchange term—a demonstration of 
how efficiently the university can grant access 
to a plethora of global business experience no 
matter the time or location. Seattle University 
has implemented something similar to USD, 
creating a searchable list of community part-
ners and explaining that they are “enthusiastic 
about connecting students, faculty, and staff at 
Seattle University to long term commitments 
at [their] community partner organizations.” 
By including a vast repository of partner logos, 
they effectively convey that they have strong 
relationships with other strong organizations of 
all types within their community, which again 
only aids the perception of the university in the 
minds of their audience. 
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Most universities have already established a 
decent amount of partnerships over the many 
years of their history. That’s why it might only 
require that you make your previously forged 
partnerships known to your audience. Think 
about how you can convey some of these 
partnerships on your website, marketing 
brochures, or landing pages. Needless to say, 
you’ll have to ask permission from each orga-
nization if you opt to use their logo (which is 
an effective visual approach). And, lastly, it’s 
important to be actively forging relationships 
all the time. Of course, the strategies involved 
in doing so lend itself to another book, but it’s 
always worth considering how to be on the 
lookout for partnerships worth adding to your 
school’s network.

Steps to Consider:
What organizations do you currently have partnerships with? 
Might you be able to reach out to other departments and 
offices to find out if there are other organizations that you 
don’t know about?

Think through which partnerships would be meaningful to which 
audiences. You may find that some partnerships are great to 
highlight to donors, while others would be more attractive to 
prospective graduate students. 

Audit your marketing content to find out where you are high-
lighting your partnerships. Are there gaps? Are these partner-
ships not presented in the right places or to the right audiences?

Consider reaching out to the organizations you already have 
partnerships with to ask whether you can use their logo on your 
marketing collateral.

How can you work with stakeholders on campus to develop 
more partnerships with your university? This is obviously a much 
more involved and higher-level initiative, but is there anything 
you can do to help get things moving?

https://www.seattleu.edu/cce/community-partners/meet-our-community-partners-/
https://www.seattleu.edu/cce/community-partners/meet-our-community-partners-/
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As an institution committed to safeguarding, pursuing, and 
sharing knowledge, the last tactic covered in this ebook should 
be right in the wheelhouse of any institution of higher learning. 
Content marketing is one of the most effective ways to convey to 
your audience both “empathy” and “knowledge.” Content mar-
keting refers to providing your audience with free educational, 
inspirational, or entertaining content in an attempt to build a 
relationship with them, strengthen the perception of your brand, 
and subtly encourage engagement. 

Most colleges and universities already do this to some extent. 
For example, an alumni magazine or annual report is essentially 
a type of content marketing—free content offered to members 
of the school’s community to keep them engaged with the 
school in some way. By offering to give your audience something 
educational, valuable, or inspirational, you are acknowledging 
their needs or desires with an empathetic gift that demonstrates 
your willingness to help them, even if in a minor way. 

At the same time, educational content further asserts your 
role as an authority in an area of knowledge. When a business 
professor writes an article on a university blog about the impor-
tance of developing professional relationships as an entrepre-
neur or a dean conducts a podcast interview with biology faculty 

CHAPTER SEVEN 
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about the latest breakthrough in genome editing, you’re giving 
your audience a reason to believe that you are a committed, 
engaged, and knowledgeable institution. The more you can 
convey this to your audience, the more they are likely to engage 
with you as a prospective student, donor, or potential recruit.  

Examples of Great Content Marketing
Fuller Seminary has taken to heart the value of content market-
ing with their Fuller Studio, which is an online space for the in-
stitution to publish content from the university magazine. But it 
does much more than that: Fuller takes advantage of the digital 
medium by featuring videos, podcasts, and photos, all of which 
make for an engaging and polished content hub experience 
that is akin to that of any major publication. It’s not hard to see 
how a prospective student would view Fuller as an innovative 
leader in faith-based academia or how a donor would feel good 
about supporting the institution’s mission. While it’s true that 
something like what Fuller has done entails a sizeable amount of 
resources and a higher level of support, it no doubt communi-
cates to audiences the institution’s commitment to their mission 
within higher education, making it a very attractive organization 
for people who fall within their audience demographic. 

However, you don’t have to launch something quite that in-
volved or robust in order to demonstrate authority and empathy 
through content marketing. The company Blue Bottle Coffee, for 
instance, provides helpful and educational content for brewing 
quality-tasting coffee in a relatively simple format, detailing 
a step-by-step guide that any amateur barista can reference 
at home. It’s free content that anyone can take advantage 
of whether or not they’re using Blue Bottle Coffee beans or 
grounds. Yet, it’s easy to see how someone who stumbles upon 
their website in an attempt to learn how to brew coffee better 
might consider giving the company’s coffee a shot because, well, 
it certainly looks like they know a lot about coffee. If they are 
such an authority on what makes great coffee, then surely they 
must sell great coffee as well, right?

CHAPTER SEVEN Why Every Institution Should Be A Content Marketer

Educational content further asserts your role as an 

authority in an area of knowledge.

Fuller Seminary dedicates a section of their 
website to highlight content from their 
magazine in a more engaging way.

https://fullerstudio.fuller.edu/about/
https://bluebottlecoffee.com/preparation-guides/chemex
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Another compelling, non-higher ed example of 
content marketing comes from Intrepid Travel, 
an organization that books trips for customers 
to various destinations all over the world. They 
feature an online content hub highlighting 
travel stories and travel tip articles. From pieces 
on drinking beer in the Czech Republic to the 
best hiking trails in Australia, Intrepid Travel 
provides free and helpful resources to eager 
and curious globetrotters. Someone may ref-
erence an article to learn about the “must-see” 
attractions of Marrakesh and then, perhaps, 
consider booking a future trip through Intrepid 
Travel. By providing free inspirational and 
educational content, they are demonstrating 
authority (they know the art of travel as well as 
anybody) and empathy (they understand both 
the challenges and joy of international travel) in 
a successful way.

Jumping back to higher ed, Boston University, 
which already features one of the most impres-
sive examples of content marketing with their 
Bostonia magazine, also constructed a creative 
and humorous Alumni Starter Kit online to help 
newly-minted alumni begin life after college 
with confidence and support. Not only is it 
entertaining, clever, and helpful, but it’s a great 
way to keep alumni connected to the university. 
It also means that an alum who takes advan-
tage of the resource might be that much more 
likely to financially support the university down 
the road. Something like this is relatively sim-
ple, cheap, and easy to do, but it can go a long 
way in demonstrating to your audience both 
empathy and authority.

All in all, content marketing is one of the most 
effective ways to show—rather than just tell—
your audience that you’re a knowledgeable 
and empathetic institution in the story you’re 
sharing with your marketing.

.

CHAPTER SEVEN Why Every Institution Should Be A Content Marketer

Steps to Consider:
Do you already have a content hub or blog 
that could be more active? Universities 
often already have a platform on which to 
do content marketing but haven’t kept up 
with adding content regularly to it.

Who are some experts you can ask for help 
with content? Do you have relationships 
with certain knowledgeable professors or 
experienced alumni? What about admis-
sions counselors or current students? The 
good news is that being part of a university 
gives you access to a lot of individuals who 
can help you create educational and com-
pelling content.

What does your promotional strategy look 
like? You might already have an active blog 
or online magazine but are not committing 
enough time to getting your content in 
front of your audience. Consider how you 
can use email, social media, and digital 
advertising to get your content in front of 
more people.

How can you figure out what kind of 
content your audience is interested in? 
Consider emailing a survey to your audi-
ence or conducting short interviews with 
them in order to determine what content 
they are most interested in consuming. 

What type of content are you already 
creating or want to create? Blog posts? 
Videos? Podcasts? Instagram stories? It’s 
important to diversify your content since 
different audiences will consume different 
types of content. Of course, you don’t want 
to overload yourself if you’re just starting 
out, either. Be realistic about what you can 
do today (e.g. blog posts, Instagram stories, 
etc.) and what you can build up to over time 
(longer videos, podcasts, etc.).

https://www.intrepidtravel.com/adventures/
http://www.bu.edu/bostonia/winter-spring19/
http://www.bu.edu/alumni/2018/07/02/alumni-independence-boston-university/
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CONCLUSION

As we’ve discussed in this ebook, the most successful brands 
understand that the best way to reach their audience is to tell 
a story that actually matters to them—one that positions your 
school as the empathetic and knowledgeable guide at their ser-
vice. When you do this, you’re telling a story with your marketing 
that makes your audience the “hero” instead of a mere side 
character. It’s a primary way of showing, and not just telling, your 
audience that you can help them achieve their goals or solve 
their problems through the story you tell with your marketing. 
And this technique doesn’t only work to meet enrollment goals, 
but it can also help your school reach fundraising, engagement, 
recruitment, retainment, and other institutional goals critical for 
success in the higher ed landscape of today.

We’ve provided examples both within and beyond higher edu-
cation to help you think about how you can improve your own 
marketing story and elevate your school’s brand. We have also 
detailed five major tactics that you can adopt to convey empathy 
and authority to your audience by incorporating testimonials, 
statistics, awards, partnerships, and content marketing into your 
marketing strategy. 

Get the Distinction You Deserve and Elevate 
Your Brand
If you’re looking for a way to start elevating your school’s brand, 
you will find it especially effective to demonstrate third-party 
validation from a respected organization, a critical step in con-
veying authority to your audience. Working in higher education 
since 2000, our team has become a recognized, trusted resource 
that helps students find schools that are truly good fits for them, 
all while helping great higher ed institutions gain the distinc-
tion and visibility they deserve.

Reach out today to learn how we can help you achieve the 
distinction you deserve and elevate your school’s brand in the 
eyes of your audience. 

Contact us at info@collegesofdistinction.com

2019-2020
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