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UW Oshkosh Market Perception & Brand Identity Research
Report: Combined Findings

The Center for Community Partnerships has been pleased to conduct Market Perception and Brand Identity research for UW Oshkosh.

The study commenced on February 5, 2007. Data was collected during the spring  2007 semester, with the final data collection effort completed on May 18, 2007.

The researchers on this project team included:

Bartelt, Linda (Director, CCP)

Koch, Jim (Psychology Professor)

Leisen Pollack, Birgit (Marketing Professor)

Lilly, Bryan (Marketing Professor and Project Leader)

Tippins, Mike (Marketing Professor)

Tsao, James (Journalism Professor)

Results of this project are conveyed through the following 10 reports
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One key advantage of working through CCP for this project is the continued availability/access of the researchers. A huge amount of information and insights were developed during this study; with many potentially applications (beyond branding). We invite the university to confer with the research team in the future, when opportunities arise to make use of this study.
INTRODUCTION

In February 2006 a University Integrated Marketing Team was created to achieve strategic growth and to work on marketing initiatives for the University. These initiatives are: achievement of the desired size and mix of the student body, position the University for the Capital Campaign, improve the University’s image, and enhance public awareness, appreciation and accessibility.

The University team completed an “internal” analysis and draft plan that highlighted distinguishing areas of excellence or pillars: innovation, engagement, partnership, societal responsibility, and academic quality (this fifth pillar was internally debated). The Team intends to build a strategic framework on the areas of excellence to differentiate and transform the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh image and brand identity. The strategic framework would need to focus on pillars that resonate with perceptions of UW Oshkosh among external constituents. However, limited information exists regarding external perceptions of UW Oshkosh.

One main objective of this project is to assess perceptions of UW Oshkosh among the following stakeholders: prospective students, current undergraduate and graduate students, and employers. Perceptions will be assessed regarding importance of pillars and how well people feel UW Oshkosh performs on pillar areas. These assessments will also provide a basis for future benchmarking. That is, measures will be developed and baseline data collected for this study; comparisons can be made later if desired to help evaluate results of promotional campaigning and other efforts.
A second goal of this project is to use the results of the assessed perceptions (above) to develop and test positioning messages that could be used in promotional efforts, and that would reflect our brand identity (position) and brand promise (aspiration). In terms of criteria used to evaluate messages, a key message should:

1.
Focus on something meaningful that resonates with all major constituents.
2.
Focus on something distinctive to UW Oshkosh (differentiating us from competitors).
3.
Engender positive feelings and behaviors toward the university.
4.
Be applicable to a broad array of creative marketing communications. Tactical implementation must follow, including images, content, and platforms.

METHODOLOGY
The project was completed during spring 2007. Two main waves of data collection were used, corresponding to the two main project purposes described above.

The first data collection effort comprised four surveys, one to each target market. Our end‑of‑project reporting includes one full report associated with each survey, plus a report that contains analysis of open-ended data across surveys. The actual surveys are presented at the back of each report.
For the surveys, the pillar themes were operationalized as follows:

Innovation

· New academic programs are continually offered

· Innovation in teaching practices and environment

· State-of-the-art learning environment

Engagement

· Faculty-student collaboration on projects

· Extra-curricular activities (clubs, sports, etc.)

· Participation/leadership in regional economic development (employer survey)

· Participation/leadership in community based activities (employer survey)

Partnership

· Partnerships with employers for internships/employment

· Partnerships with organizations for applied learning opportunities

Societal Responsibility

· The campus is environmentally friendly (“Green”)

· Academic programs are offered that focus on the environment

Academic Quality

· Tradition of providing a quality education

· University academic programs are accredited

· Academic programs are “rock solid” 

The second data collection effort comprised five focus groups and two in-depth interviews. Our end‑of‑project reporting includes one full report associated with each of three focus groups (employer session, high school guidance counselor session, UW Oshkosh Admissions staff session), and one report that covers information from high school students and their parents (one focus group with high school students, one focus group with parents of high school students attending UW Oshkosh fall 2007, and two in-depth interviews, each with a high school student attending UW Oshkosh fall 2007 and a parent (so we had conversations with students and parents separately, and conversations with students and parents together).

This “combined findings” report overviews main results. This report also contains a table that indicates main themes that emerged from surveys and qualitative data. We encourage decision makers to read each report; this “combined findings” report is relatively brief and omits many ideas provided in the full reports. 
KEY MESSAGES
Based on all of the data collected in this project (quantitative and qualitative), our conclusion is that key messages should center around three things: ARC,
1. A
Academic Quality (in a very broad view)
2. R
Relationships (with organizations, friendships, faculty/staff, etc.)

3. C
Choices: availability of choices across majors (rather than within majors)
We suggest a creative team be assigned to develop a tagline that could be used to appropriately address these issues. Our group developed a couple ideas, such as “Freedom to be Me” and “Pursue Your Dreams”.

We suggest a series of promotions that consistently use the main tagline, and that convey various settings that show UW Oshkosh is a place with high academic quality, choices, and opportunities to form relationships.

SUMMARY OF KEY RESULTS FROM SURVEYS
Employer Survey
· Results indicate Partnership and Academic Quality are the most important issue a university must address when educating our future workforce.  

· Relative to competitive institutions, UW Oshkosh is perceived best on Partnership and Academic Quality (i.e., we perform well on issues that matter most to employers). UW Milwaukee is perceived best on Innovation and UW Stevens Point is perceived best on Societal Responsibility/Green.

· Among the pillars, employers perceive Academic Quality as the key determinant of Overall Student Preparedness at UW Oshkosh. Employers further view Academic Quality as essential to producing a well-rounded, well-prepared, and well-educated student. This, in turn leads to a more favorable image of UW Oshkosh.

· Among the pillars, employers perceive Academic Quality as the key determinant of the overall UW Oshkosh image and recommending UW Oshkosh to other employers.

· Regarding the likelihood of recommending UW Oshkosh to other recruiters, the only key variable was perceptions of student “mental horsepower”. Communication skills and other soft skills are often discussed among employers, but did not relate to recommending UW Oshkosh as a place to recruit.

High School Students Survey
· Results indicate that both Partnership and Academic Quality pillars are critical to high school students’ willingness to recommend UW Oshkosh and to their desirability rating of UW Oshkosh.
· Relative to competing institutions, UW Oshkosh is perceived best on Partnership and Academic Quality. UW Milwaukee is perceived best on Innovation and UW Stevens Point is perceived best on Societal Responsibility/Green.

· Among STAMATS’ college choice criteria, the results suggest perceptions of strong programs, UW Oshkosh’s contribution to making the student a well-rounded person, campus size and location all influence high school students’ willingness to recommend UW Oshkosh and to their desirability rating of UW Oshkosh.
Seniors and Graduate Students Survey
· Results indicate Partnership and Academic Quality are the most important issue a university must address when educating the future workforce.  

· Relative to competitive institutions, UW Oshkosh is perceived better on Partnership and Academic Quality. 

· Among the pillars, students perceive Academic Quality as key determinant of Overall Student Preparedness at UW Oshkosh. Additionally, the students view Academic Quality as a key determinant of UW Oshkosh’s overall “goodness” rating.

“Freshmen” Survey
· Academic Quality is the most important pillar theme. Also, freshmen tend to rate the academic quality at UW Oshkosh higher than those of other UW system schools.

· Tradition of quality education and innovation in teaching practices and teaching environment both influence recommending UW Oshkosh to others. The more UW Oshkosh is perceived as being better than other universities on these items, the more willing are Freshmen to recommend UW Oshkosh.

· The main reasons given for choosing UW Oshkosh are “location” and “good programs” (i.e., academic quality).

Employer Focus Group
· Employers view Academic Quality as critical, but they have a hard time viewing Academic Quality as something useful in distinguishing a university unless the academics included something unusual that has a “wow” factor.
· Employers feel classroom academics entail “over-engineering” with respect to content knowledge. They would be impressed with a university that builds academics in a manner that emphasizes soft skills.
· When discussing alumni-connectedness to a university, employers stressed the need to provide something very unique during the educational experience. Their comment was that a successful alumni would contribute to a university if the alumni felt the success was caused by the university, which only occurs if the university did something unusual (not just great delivery of basic academics).

· University message-themes that resonate with employers include linking academics to careers, innovativeness, application-orientation, and a theme of “apply yourself and have fun”. They felt the first two of these theme are more currently aligned with UW Oshkosh.
High School Guidance Counselors Focus Group
· High school counselors said high school students are focused on the results of obtaining an education, rather than on the education itself. When selecting colleges, the main thing high school students ask about is employment rates.
· High school students today have grown up being accustomed to having many choices. They have a sense of expected entitlement to many things, particularly with regard to living conditions and possessions (we see this with our college students owning cars).
· Messages counselors feel will NOT resonate with students draw from themes such as the university being a means to an end, hands on application, an involved campus life (a main concern among students is developing a social network after starting college), and having a wide selection of choices with respect to curriculum (they can find a major they like).
· Messages counselors feel will NOT resonate with students draw from themes such as state‑of‑the‑art learning environments (new for the sake of being new), students develop mental horsepower, and environmental responsibility.
UW Oshkosh Admissions Staff Focus Group
· Admissions staff often sees “lawnmower parents” which are the next generation of helicopter parents that run over their children rather than just hover over their children. (Note, however that in our focus group of parents we found the opposite, a hands-off approach; so it’s possible the admissions counselors connect with the dominating type of parent).
· Admissions staff finds students are highly influenced by connections with faculty and staff. An early good or bad experience with faculty and staff makes a huge difference. Further, high school students may be highly influenced by connections with current college students, for example if engaging current college students participate in college fairs at high schools.
· Admissions staff finds high school students assess colleges based on fit, and most highly use word of mouth as a method of gathering information about colleges. One large fit issue is the university size, and they find that parents and high school students respond positively to hearing UW Oshkosh described as, “big enough but small enough”.
· Message themes that may work best include variety of high quality programs, interactions with faculty/staff, apply yourself and have fun, and internships (viewed as particularly important among parents). However, participants felt the first two of these are not currently perceived as relative strengths for UW Oshkosh. Another message theme that resonated with participants was work-hard-play-hard, but participants also felt this message carries a risk of being viewed negatively (the play aspect).
Information from High School Students and Parents (Focus groups + interviews) 
· Parents and students are highly interested and motivated by academic quality. However, (1) they view academic quality as the entire campus experience, not just the class‑related portion of college, and (2) they assess quality by looking at end results such as placement rates, whether the college has alumni achieving great things, and so on. They feel unable to assess quality by looking at programs (this may be an opportunity). They are highly driven by word of mouth, including what friends and relatives say, and even what current college students say in offhand settings.
· High school students and parents focus largely on comfort issues when thinking about what a great college experience would look like. Comments from both groups focused on issues such as dormitory sizes and amenities, and quality of food (even if the quality was observed during a trip to the college during a summer sports camp activity). They basically assume the academics will take care of itself.
· High school students want an academic challenge; but not too much of a challenge. They will look for a school partly based on whether they think the challenge level will be manageable (this suggests an opportunity to provide support to high-end students, so services such as tutoring could be conveyed as targeting high-caliber students). Parents uniformly tell their children to expect the college workload to be high; except parents who already have children in college no longer think this (they have heard the opposite from their children; that the actual college workload is much lower than expected).
· High school students and parents feel that a positive university experience would involve a lot of choice. One idea that emerged was that academic quality + choice would lead to successful career start. Choice as viewed as important for several reasons: (1) students expect choice, (2) parents feel many choices will draw a wide variety of people, so students will be exposed to much more diversity on a campus where choice is high, (3) and both students and their parents felt a university should provide many academic choices so that students can select or change a major without needing to switch universities (note: this is not about choices within a major, which would reflect a desire for education as an end-result).

· Message themes that resonate highly with students and their parents include partnerships (to get internships and jobs), academic quality (the entire university experience), and choices.
Key Themes – Synthesis

The following table contains the five strategic pillar themes (the four original themes plus the internally discussed pillar) and other key variables found to be positively associated with Oshkosh by at least two of the stakeholder groups. 
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Finally, some comments may be helpful with respect to academic quality. In this project we found that every single audience values academic quality (this is the most key issue). However, they are not sure how to assess quality directly, and therefore look to surrogate measures (mainly outcomes such as placement rates of graduating students). Also, great quality of academic content knowledge will not be perceived as great academic quality overall (academics is viewed more broadly than course/content issues). Based on these findings, below are initial ideas about how to manage the promotion of quality:
· Gather and report positive feedback from employers of graduates. We may already have much of this feedback from personal conversations or more formally as data collected as part of program reviews.
· Provide evidence for your benchmarked curriculum. Clearly spell out how our academic programs are different from programs offered at other schools, particularly stressing the benefits associated with these differences.
· Include testimonials from alumni. Let them speak to the education they received and how it is helping them in their careers.

· Highlight achievements of alumni. Focus on accomplishments and key positions they fill within the community/country. Promote this widely, for example with alumni hall-of-fame displays.
· Mention students’ scores on national/standardized exams.  

· Feature faculty achievements and awards. This can include “best teacher” awards but also faculty publications, especially those cited in news outlets.  

· Describe student placement rate. How many of our graduates are typically placed before graduation or shortly there after. 

· Focus on graduate school acceptance of your majors. What percentage goes on to a graduate school? What graduate schools do they attend?

· State the starting salary of your graduates.
· Promote a high amount of early interaction with faculty and staff, and when going to high school college fairs take some faculty and current college students (people who are very engaging and can talk about hands-on learning experiences).
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