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October 2019



Brand impressions

“Football”
“Well-rounded”
“Medicine”
“Influence”
“Hard to get into”
“A model university”

Admissions out-of-state high school focus groups, fall 2019



Brand impressions
“Parties”
“Big”
“Medicine”
“Easy to get into”
“PARTIES”
“Hot”
“Party school”

Admissions out-of-state high school focus groups, fall 2019



Brand impressions
“Football”
“Well-rounded”
“Nike”
“Track and field”
“Sports”
”Ducks”
“Nike”

Admissions out-of-state high school focus groups, fall 2019



Brand impressions
“Flat”
“Boring.”
“Corn”
“No idea.”
“Crickets.”
“Middle of nowhere”
“Hawkeyes”

Admissions out-of-state high school focus groups, fall 2019



What…

Defining the university brand
Brand ≠ logo or tagline
Brand = sum of all 
associations and experiences 
Brand strategy: shaping those 
associations 

Office of Strategic Communication



IDENTITY
Who we are

ASPIRATION
Who we want to be



For whom…

Office of Strategic Communication

Undergraduate students
Graduate and professional
Faculty & staff

Iowans

Alumni



Why…
Funding
Disruption
• E.g. global pandemics
Demographics
Geography
Competition
Choice

Office of Strategic Communication



Process:
Brand audit





Process
Competitive scan



“….an engine of opportunity and 
progress, propelling action and change 

around the world.” 

“World-class education”

“Prestige for the public good.”

“one of the largest public 
research institutions in the 
country…”

“…one of America's largest and 
most comprehensive.”

“…one of the world’s 
foremost public 
institutions..”

“…a campus so stunning”

“What starts 
here changes 
the world.” 

“Driven to discover.”“…the pre-eminent public research university with a 
land-grant mission and global impact.”

“We are boundless together” 

“…the nation's most student-
centered public research 
university.” 



Audience research

3,400 University of Iowa alumni
1,100 admitted students
1,200 faculty and staff 
250 peer institution faculty
400+ school counselors 
40+ Interviews with current students, faculty, staff and alumni
Focus groups high school students, current students, 
faculty, alumni, and Iowa residents



Learnings

Largely regional reputation
Most known nationally for writing and health 
sciences
Themes: collaboration, pioneering, Iowa City
The university is the master brand
‘Iowa’ for short
Hawkeye = more than football and sports



Brand architecture



Brand platform

Mission
Audiences
Identity
Selling points
Differentiators
Messages



Brand essence
MISSION:  In pursuing its missions of 
teaching, research, and service, the 
University of Iowa seeks to advance 
scholarly and creative endeavor through 
leading-edge research and artistic 
production; to use this research and 
creativity to enhance undergraduate, 
graduate, and professional education, 
health care, and other services provided to 
the people of Iowa, the nation, and the 
world; and to educate students for success 
and personal fulfillment in a diverse world.

Office of Strategic Communication

Life-changing 
experiences



Brand attributes

Office of Strategic Communication

Sincere (genuine, caring, kind)

Dedicated (hardworking, committed, determined)
Collaborative (collegial, cooperative, friendly)

Trailblazing (forward-looking, visionary, pioneering)

Unexpected (surprising, exceptional, distinctive)



Differentiated 
claim

RelevantReal

Rare

?
Brand 
claim

INTERNAL EXTERNAL

COMPETITION



User-centric design

convenienceSafety

Determination, 
performance



Relevant: what do students want 
from college?

https://www.heri.ucla.edu/infographics/YFCY-2018-Infographic.pdf



1. Strong written 
communication skills*

2. Public Speaking abilities
3. Team mentality 
*44% said recent college 
graduates lacked proficiency in 
writing. 

https://www.glassdoor.com/blog/8-characteristics-great-managers-look-for-in-college-grads/

Source: Payscale 2016 survey of 64,000 managers https://www.payscale.com/data-
packages/job-skills

Relevant: what do employers want from 
graduates?

https://www.glassdoor.com/blog/8-characteristics-great-managers-look-for-in-college-grads/
https://www.payscale.com/data-packages/job-skills


“Employers 
found graduates 
to be least 
proficient in 
those areas that 
the employers 
deemed most 
essential.” 

National Association of Colleges and Employers Job Outlook 2020 report        www.naceweb.org

Rare: what are competitors not addressing?



Real: what is Iowa’s unique advantage?

University of Iowa survey of peer 
institution faculty, December 2016

• What academic 
accomplishment, faculty, 
program or event do you 
most associate with the 
University of Iowa and 
why? 



• What academic 
accomplishment, faculty, 
program or event do you 
most associate with the 
University of Iowa and 
why? (filtering out ‘don’t 
knows’, etc.)

Real: what is Iowa’s unique advantage?

University of Iowa survey of peer 
institution faculty, December 2016



Differentiated 
claim

RelevantReal

Rare

Writing and 
Communication

INTERNAL EXTERNAL

COMPETITION



The writing 
university

Art meets 
science Collaboration Iowa City

Iowa’s excellence in writing and communication gives all our 
students and faculty an advantage



prestige

engineeringexcellence

Silicon Valley



Writing & 
communication

Business and 
management

Social 
sciences

Visual and 
performing 

arts

Health 
sciences

Humanities

Hard 
sciences and 

STEM



IDENTITY
Who we are

ASPIRATION
Who we want to be



Creative strategy:

Show, don’t 
tell

Serve your 
audience

Play to your 
strengths











High school focus groups

Los Angeles
November 2019

Denver
December 2019

Austin/Dallas
October 2019





👍 They liked the creative

• “Oh, I like that.” 
• “That looks good.” 
• “Very clean-cut, organized.” 
• “Modern.” 
• “I love it!” 
• "My favorite one. Amazing 

front cover - great quality." 



UIowa.edu redesign
link

https://uiowa.github.io/uids/components/preview/uiowa.html






Masterbrand identification
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Exceptions and variations dilute your brand

Clear UIowa association No UIowa association



Consistency drives familiarity and strengthens your brand



Brand policy

All university 
employees
Details: 
brand.uiowa.edu



Implementation
• 2020-2021 

• Colleges, schools, departments
• Administrative units

• 2021-2022 
• Centers and institutes
• Student groups
• Health care Extended university

2021-2022

2020-2021



Key takeaways

• Our brand is our most valuable asset
• Much more than just our logo or tagline, it is our student experience, 

our collective reputation and perceived value.  

• The university is the brand
• Many missions and audiences, but the brand we all share is the brand 

that matters most (so let’s make the most of it)

• The brand strategy applies to the entire university
• All college, programs, centers, units and employees.

Office of Strategic Communication



Questions and answers

Benjamin-hill-1@uiowa.edu
Brand.uiowa.edu

Office of Strategic Communication


