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Voices from the field

“As a practice researcher working exten-
sively with government and industry, I've
seen how institutional brand opens doors
that disciplinary credentials alone can-
not. But the 72% who identify with their
discipline over their institution reflects
areality universities have inherited: the
entire reward structure flows through
disciplinary channels. The 18% who feel
external messaging represents their real-
ity suggests academics experience their
brand as something that happens to them
rather than with them. The Chief Reputa-
tion Officer model is compelling precisely
because it acknowledges universities as
loosely coupled systems—disciplinary
tribes sharing infrastructure and a logo.
The future isn't about making everyone
care equally about institutional brand,
but creating sophisticated reputation
infrastructure that works with discipli-
nary identification rather than against

it, recognizing this diversity might be a
strength rather than a weakness.”

Professor Atif Ahmad

Academic Centre for Cyber Security Excel-
lence

University of Melbourne

“This report captures what I've heard
over the past 15 years in conference
keynotes, governance board meetings,
and advisory recommendations from HE
stakeholders. These words are not just
research findings but a call to action for
academia overall.”

Dil Sidhu
Professor of Management Practice
University of Cambridge

“This report could not be more prescient
in urging us to rethink what reputation
means and how it is managed in higher
education. Getting this right is clearly
important to those who work directly

in this field. But in recognising critical
issues of culture, capability and credibili-
ty, the report heralds a more fundamental
opportunity: to integrate reputation with
institutional strategy in ways which will
energise internal audiences and address
the public challenges which universities
are increasingly facing.”

John Pritchard
Director of Strategy, Planning and Insight
Durham University

“Reputation work fails not because
academics are resistant, but because
universities rarely design mechanisms
to harness academic reputation in ways
that respect its autonomy while aligning
it with institutional purpose. The real
challenge isn't appointing the right per-
son, it's navigating the contested middle
ground between recognising a legitimacy
problem and knowing how to respond
without defaulting to corporate fixes.”

Professor Rod B McNaughton

Academic Director, Centre for Innovation
and Entrepreneurship

The University of Auckland

Business School



“Higher education leaders will find this
report essential reading for safeguarding
institutional reputation and long-term
resilience amid growing public skepti-
cism toward academia.

Now is the moment to close gaps in cred-
ibility, connection, and capability. Rather
than batting around the word “brand”
like a flyswatter, institutions should be
laser-focused on providing evidence of
impact and value.

As this report rightly emphasizes, the
stakes go beyond institutional survival.
Universities are critical infrastructure in
times of disruption and uncertainty, but
that role cannot be taken for granted. The
sector's social contract depends on show-
ing, not telling, how higher education is
worth the investment.

These pages go beyond diagnosing the
problem by offering actionable strategies
for every university looking to answer to-
day’s burning question: Why do I matter?”

Nancy Stearns Bercaw
Executive Director of
Strategic Partnerships
Ajman University, UAE

‘I found this timely report changed the
way I think about reputation manage-
ment in UK higher education because it
gets properly under the skin of so much
that our universities do. I urge universi-
ty leaders and governors to read it and

I suspect that, like me, many will be influ-
enced by what is says.

Nick Hillman OBE
Director, Higher Education Policy Institute

“This report outlines exactly where rep-
utation people need to be spending their
time: demonstrating the strategic impact
and benefit to the University’s core prior-
ities. It makes clear that reputation is no
longer an add on but needs expertise at
the top table of our universities. Whether
your organisation is there already or not,
this shows how to maximise your impact.”

Kirsten Andrews
Vice-President, External Engagement
University of Sydney

“The crisis and confusion around brand-
ing, marketing, strategic communication,
and both reputation and crisis manage-
ment have been simmering for years now.
Never more desperately needed to be done
well, and never so universally poorly un-
derstood by all parties. Zeenat Fayaz and
The Brand Education team have provided
the definitive survey, assessment, and
recommendation set for current leaders
and institutions. Framing the challenges/
needs around the credibility gap, con-
nection gap, and capability gap makes it
easy to parse, understand, and act upon.
The proposed Chief Reputation Officer,
positioned and charged as described,

is essential to closing these gaps and
advancing institutions in today's climate.
A must-read for university leaders, exec-
utive leadership teams, and faculty.”

David V. Rosowsky, Ph.D.
Senior Advisor to the President,
Arizona State University (USA)

“Reputation 101is a must read for all staff
in Higher Education. While branding

is valued by CEO’s, shareholders and
consumers, in HE, its reputation is justly
terrible. Yet we need it more than ever

to address the crisis around the sector’s
social license and declining viability. The
3C’s credibility gaps discussed within are
essential to understand and to reframe
the whole idea of branding in HE. Criti-
cally the report reinforces one enduring
truth about branding - that authentic
branding starts from within, with brands
always built from the inside out.”

Michael Beverland
Professor of Brand Management
University of Sussex Business School

“The reputation of educational and in
particular HE institutions is complex
and shaped by a network of relationships,
experiences and perceptions. Negative
connotations around what branding and
brand mean continue to hamper mar-
keting and comms professionals tasked
with protecting and building them, and
demonstrating their value. This report
articulates that the real challenge is that
the brand is a shared endeavour; the
danger is that the process itself can lead
internal stakeholders to disengage and
lose confidence in its credibility””

Mark Burey

Group Director PR, Marketing e Commu-
nications

HRUC

“This report confronts the complexi-

ties of reputation in higher education

at a critical time when institutions face
turbulent external pressures alongside
internal efficiency demands. It finally
tackles the branding versus reputation
debate and provides a clear path for in-
stitutions serious about systemic change.
I'm particularly impressed by its insight
into professional development for mar-
keting staff, advocating for a comprehen-
sive understanding of academic funding,
citation systems, and career pressures
gives marketing professionals permission
to lead reputation-enhancing strategies
rather than just provide a service. This
breaks the glass ceiling in our profession
and positions marketing at the heart of
institutional success. The Chief Repu-
tation Officer at C-suite level is espe-
cially compelling: as external pressures
intensify, having dedicated leadership
ensures reputation management becomes
a pivotal strategic asset rather than an
afterthought. The report fundamentally
changes our approach by highlighting
that marrying marketing expertise with
academic experience offers the most
effective strategy for exceeding reputa-
tional aspirations.”

Heather Macbain

Interim Deputy Director Marketing
Communications and Marketing
The University of Edinburgh
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1.0 Introduction

Over three decades, higher education branding has un-
dergone a quiet metamorphosis, from unwelcome com-
mercial intrusion, dismissed by scholars as beneath the
dignity of learning, to institutional necessity, as vital
now as the libraries themselves. Yet what the sector faces
today is not merely an image problem. It is a legitimacy
crisis, a wound that has been bleeding slowly since the
early 1990s, the cumulative outcome of strategic decisions
made when no one was watching closely enough.

Marketisation in the 1990s forced institutions into open
competition, recasting students as consumers who ar-
rived expecting receipts for their enlightenment. Global
rankings in the 2000s transformed reputation into an
algorithmic score, cold, numerical, merciless, triggering
an arms race that left universities looking and sounding
increasingly alike, as if they had all begun reading from
the same faded script. The 2010s saw student experience
dominate the conversation, while social media handed
students unprecedented power to shape the very reputa-
tions that had taken generations to build, exposing the
growing distance between brand promises and opera-
tional realities.

The 2020s bring a polycrisis: a three-dimensional legiti-
macy deficit that haunts every corridor and boardroom.
Pragmatically, wage stagnation erodes confidence in the
degree's worth, graduates clutch their diplomas wonder-

ing if the promises written there were ever true. Morally,
culture-war flashpoints demonstrate how swiftly elite
reputations can implode, centuries of prestige collapsing
in a matter of news cycles. Cognitively, generative AT and
alternative credentials challenge the university's ancient
claim as the default route to knowledge and opportunity.

Traditional brand levers, logos, campaigns, rankings
optimisation, are no longer sufficient. They are candles
held against a gathering storm. Reputation must now
express something far more difficult: a coherent strategy
for restoring legitimacy.

Yet the professionals tasked with this work find them-
selves trapped between three walls. A credibility gap
positions marketing as service rather than strategy, as
though those who understand perception could never
grasp substance. A connection gap reveals that academ-
ics identify with their disciplines far more than their
institutions, citizens of physics or philosophy, not of the
university that houses them. And a capability gap means
marketing professionals often lack the institutional
knowledge required to earn academic credibility.

This report diagnoses why current approaches fail and
proposes a structural solution: a fundamental reconcep-
tualisation of what reputation means in higher educa-
tion, and who possesses the authority to manage it.



2.0 Research
Methodology

This research employed a
triangulated mixed-methods
approach to capture perspectives
across the academic-professional
divide and across global higher
education contexts.



Data Collection The research drew on established academic frameworks
including Albert and Whetten's (1985) foundational work
on organisational identity, Stensaker's (2015) research on
university identity as 'loosely coupled' systems, Chap-

Expert Interviews (n=25) leo's (2010, 2014) studies on brand orientation and leader-

Semi-structured interviews with senior marketing, ship attitudes in higher education, and Frandsen et al's
communications, and academic leaders across UK, (2018) discursive analysis of faculty responses to busi-
Australia, North America, Asia, and Middle East. ness-school branding.

Interviewees included VCs, DVCs, CMOs, Directors of
Communications, and academic leaders with reputa-
tion responsibilities.

Academic Staff Survey (n=53):

Quantitative survey examining identity, institutional
connection, perceptions of brand and communica-
tions, and desired involvement in reputation work.

Marketing Professionals Survey (n=77):

Quantitative survey examining authority, position-
ing, time allocation, capability gaps, and barriers to
strategic influence.



3.0 The3C’s
of university
reputations

Credibility Connection Capability

The research identifies three
distinct but interconnected gaps
that explain why university brand
and reputation efforts so often fail.
Each gap operates independently
but also reinforces the others,
creating systemic dysfunction.



3.1 The

Credibility Gap

’/,_—~,

Connection Capability
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Marketing and communications
functions bear increasing
responsibility for institutional
reputation yet occupy ambiguous
positions in university hierarchies.
This structural weakness limits
their ability to contribute

to strategic decisions or influence
institutional direction. Chapleo
(2014) identifies this authority
deficit as a defining feature of
university marketing, noting that
cultural resistance points to deep-
er structural issues requiring
fundamental solutions beyond
tactical adjustments.

11



Report to VG 35%

Report to Deputy VCs 42%
7

Report to other positions W 23%

Reactive/Crisis 15-30%

Faculty Requests 30-50%

Strategic Brand W 15-30%

Other/Admin Remainder

12
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Reporting relationships:

Only 35% of senior marketing/communications leaders
report directly to their Vice-Chancellor. The remainder
report through intermediaries—typically COOs,
Registrars, or DVCs—creating distance from strategic
decision-making. Just 22% hold positions on executive
leadership teams.

Time allocation crisis:

75% of marketing professionals spend 30% or less of their
time on strategic, high-impact work. The majority of
capacity is consumed by reactive crisis response (15-30%),
servicing faculty requests (30-50%), and routine commu-
nications. One senior leader described teams as trapped
in "always-on excellence", expected to maintain high
service levels while also driving strategic initiatives, with
no additional resources.

Another CMO explained the dynamic:

'Initially I was able to apply the majority of my
time to high-impact strategic work, successfully
pitching for and gaining funds to reposition the
institution. As the university started to deal with
severe funding issues however, my time started

to get more reactive, and my ability to influence
senior management became more limited. Strate-
gic proposals I put forward to the new specialist
executive directors were falling through the gaps
or not understood.’

13



A marketing director at a research-intensive institution
described the impossible expectations:

'We're expected to maintain high service levels for
Saculties demanding website updates, promotional
materials, and day-to-day marketing needs. Stra-
tegic projects are gaining traction, but we're still
expected to deliver the same service levels on top
of strategic work. There's no additional resource,
Jjust an expectation of ‘always-on excellence.

Budget autonomy:
Only 28% report autonomous budget control. The
remainder require approval for most expenditures or

execute spending decisions made by others—limiting
ability to invest strategically.

14

Autonomous budget
control

v

28%

Input into planning,
require approval

45%

Allocated budget with
limited flexibility

27%

15



3.2 The

Connection Gap

16

Credibility Capability

A fundamental disconnect

exists between how academics
experience their institutions and
how those institutions present
themselves externally. This gap
undermines internal brand
advocacy and authentic external
representation.

17



Identity hierarchy:

72% of academics report strong identification with their
academic discipline (the global community in their field),
compared to just 41% with their institution as a whole.
Departments and faculties command intermediate
loyalty. This finding aligns with organisational identity
theory's core proposition that identity forms where work
is actually produced. As Stensaker (2015) argues, univer-
sities host multiple, sometimes competing identities,
with institutional narratives struggling to gain the same
salience as disciplinary communities. Mampaey and
Huisman (2020) similarly document how internal brand-
ing challenges arise when institutional brands remain
weakly anchored in everyday academic life.

This disciplinary primacy has profound implications

for institutional branding: academics build portable
reputations within global communities of scholars who
share their research interests, methods, and values. Their
career progression depends on peer recognition within
these disciplinary networks, citations, grants, conference
invitations, not institutional brand strength.

18

Identity Hierarchy (Rate 4-5)

LS S LSS S S A

Academic Discipline (global)

Department

54%

Faculty/School

41%

University as Whole

68%

0 Percent

100
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The language problem (brand vs reputation):

A tale of two concepts, 68% of academics react negatively
to the word "brand" in a university context. For academ-
ics, 'brand' and 'reputation' are not interchangeable. They
represent two vastly different ideas with different levels
of credibility and importance. Understanding this dis-
tinction is key to bridging the cultural gap.

Interviewees described brand as a "dirty word,' associat-
ed with corporate contamination of academic values. The
term "customer" provokes similar reactions. One aca-
demic noted "it did a lot to dent" the academic community
when fees were restructured. By contrast, 'reputation’
carries credibility because academics understand its
importance for research funding, partnerships, and peer
esteem. This semantic sensitivity confirms Chapleo's
(2010) observation that while university leaders recognise
the importance of reputation management, many remain
uncomfortable with explicit 'branding' language.

20

21



22

‘Word perception

Brand

Perceived as a superficial, commercial, and
externally imposed concept. It is associated

with corporate marketing language (customers™)
that feels alien to the university’s core mission

of education and research. It’s often seen as
inauthentic messaging directed primarily at
prospective students.

VS

Reputation

Viewed as a credible, vital, and organically earned
asset. Academics understand that reputation

is built on the quality of their work and has a
direct and tangible impact on outcomes they care
about, such as securing research funding, forming
prestigious partnerships, and earning the esteem
of their global peers.

These differing perceptions are not just about seman-
tics; they point to deeper, structural divides between the
academic and professional staff within the university.
Academic literature distinguishes between brand (the or-
ganisation's intended identity and positioning) and repu-
tation (stakeholders' actual perceptions). Lafuente-Ruiz-
de-Sabando et al. (2018) demonstrate through systematic
review that university brand image, perceived service
quality, and university reputation form interconnected
but distinct constructs. When universities conflate these
concepts, they risk alienating the very academics whose
work generates the reputation they seek to promote. Mar-
keting teams promoting 'brand' while academics value
'reputation’ creates a semantic barrier that reinforces the
identity-alignment gap.

23



Messaging disconnect:

While 47% of academics believe their university's external
messaging is "usually accurate with minor gaps,' only 18%
feelit truly represents what the institution is really like.
The remainder perceive mixed accuracy or significant
disconnects between brand narratives and lived reality.
External communications are seen as directed at pro-
spective students rather than engaging staff as internal
stakeholders.

24

Messaging Disconnect (%)

Always accurate representation

47%
Usually accurate with minor gaps
23%
Sometimes, mixed accuracy
12%
Rarely, significant disconnects
0 Percent 100
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3.3 The
Capability Gap

26

Credibility Connection Capablllty

The capability gap represents
perhaps the most actionable yet
overlooked dimension of the
challenge. When asked directly,
57% of marketing professionals
acknowledge gaps in the institu-
tional knowledge needed for
strategic influence. However,
this is not about marketing
expertise—these professionals
often have sophisticated skills in
brand strategy, digital marketing,
and communications. Rather, the
deficit concerns deep sector liter-
acy: understanding how institu-
tions are funded, the complexity
of research versus student mar-
kets, academic citation systems
and research impact measures,
and the pressures that shape
academic career decisions.

27



Senior leaders are explicit about these gaps. As one VC
explained:

'Many marketing professionals in higher educa-
tion lack the strategic capability to deserve a seat
at the leadership table because they don't under-
stand how institutions are funded, the complexity
of research markets versus student recruitment,
academic citation systems and research impact,
or how to join the dots across the institution.’'

The problem is structural: many marketing professionals
move into higher education positions as career progres-
sion without relevant sector experience, and institutions
provide little structured onboarding about academic
culture, governance, or funding mechanisms.

This capability deficit creates a credibility problem that
undermines marketing professionals' ability to engage
meaningfully with academic colleagues or create au-
thentic, resonant brand narratives. Academics perceive
marketing teams as not understanding their work, which

28

reinforces resistance to branding initiatives. This in
turn limits marketing's exposure to the academic en-
vironment, creating a self-reinforcing cycle of mutual
incomprehension.

Indeed, the capability gap manifests primarily as a trust
gap rooted in language barriers. Academics and mar-
keting professionals literally speak different languages:
marketing teams speak in 'campaigns' and 'recruitment'
while academics speak in 'capacity building' and 're-
search impact. Marketing professionals describe 'cus-
tomer journeys' while academics bristle at students being
called 'customers. These semantic differences signal
deeper cultural divides: when marketing cannot speak
the language of academia, academics assume marketing
cannot understand the substance of academia. The capa-
bility gap, therefore, becomes a communication barrier
that prevents collaboration even when both sides share
common goals.

29



‘What academics want:

41% want communications teams to understand "all as-
pects equally”, intellectual culture, how to translate com-
plex work without oversimplifying, genuine student ex-
perience, and research funding realities. Academics want
to be involved meaningfully in strategic decisions (34%),
with language that resonates across audiences (22%).

The capability gap runs in both directions: academic
leaders often lack marketing literacy, while marketing
professionals lack academic and institutional literacy.
This mutual deficit reinforces the authority gap, neither
side trusts the other's expertise. This dynamic reflects
Frandsen et al's (2018) finding that academics resist
branding not simply due to ignorance, but because
branding initiatives are perceived as threatening
academic autonomy and professional identity.

30

What Would Foster Trust with
Marketing/Communications?

LS A

Involving academics meaningfully in strategic decisions

22%

Using accessible language that resonates across audiences

18%

Demonstrating deeper knowledge of academic culture

15%

Understanding research funding e» career pressures

11%

Being led by someone with academic credentials

0 Percent

100
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3.4 Additional
Insight: Brand
as behaviour

32

A critical reframe emerged from
the research: the shift from "brand
as noun" to "brand as behaviour.
Institutions with the strongest
reputations often have the mess-
iest visual identities but the most
consistent behavioural brand.
One interviewee observed that
beautifully crafted brand guide-
lines gather dust while the most
compelling stories emerge from
informal faculty conversations or
student-led initiatives that
ignore official messaging, yet these
authentic moments often embody
institutional values better than
any campaign. The opportunity
lies in turning brand into institu-
tional infrastructure that makes
everyone more effective at their
core mission, rather than a layer
of corporate polish applied on top.

33



3.5 Regional

34

Patterns

While the core gaps appear
universally, regional contexts
shape their manifestation:

» UK e Europe: Heritage and hierarchy are pronounced,
with Russell Group institutions (the UK's research-in-
tensive universities) particularly resistant to change,
though similar dynamics appear in Europe's leading
research universities. Intellectual snobbery between
academic and professional services is explicit. Fund-
ing crises create urgency but also limit investment in
strategic marketing capability.

o Australia: Growing anti-establishment sentiment,
concern about "social licence,' and regional monopoly
dynamics create unique challenges. However, Australi-
an institutions show more proactive innovation in stu-
dent-led content and authentic marketing approaches.

o Asia ey Middle East: In these regions, universities
operate within stronger institutional authority struc-
tures where Vice-Chancellors exercise more direct
control over marketing functions. The contexts are
characterised by rapid institutional growth and na-
tion-building imperatives that create different stra-
tegic dynamics from Western universities. While
disciplinary identification still predominates among
academics, the resistance to institutional branding
appears less entrenched than in European or North
American contexts, possibly reflecting different cul-
tural expectations about individual versus collective
identity.

35



4,0 The SYSte mic The three gaps form a self-

reinforcing cycle that perpetuates
dysfunction. Understanding this

C ha].].e ng e interconnection is essential

for any intervention strategy.

36 37



The Social Licence Crisis
Multiple interviewees framed the stakes in existential
terms:

Universities are at risk of losing their "social
licence to operate.” Public trust is eroding.
Political scrutiny is intensifying. The sector
has failed to make a compelling case for why it
matters to the communities it serves. Research
is percetved as not meeting citizens' needs.
Domestic and international recruitment is
under pressure. Yet the professionals tasked
with rebuilding this trust operate without the
authority, credibility, or capability to succeed.

The Vicious Cycle

Academic resistance to branding undermines marketing
credibility with academics. This results leadership to po-
sition marketing as a service function (Credibility Gap).
Service positioning means time spent on reactive work:
limiting opportunity to develop institutional knowledge
(Capability Gap). Without deep knowledge, marketing
cannot demonstrate strategic value. Academics per-
ceive marketing as not understanding their work. Brand

messages don't resonate internally (Connection Gap). The

cycle repeats.

This cyclical dynamic reflects what organisational the-
orists describe as institutional path dependency, pat-
terns that become self-reinforcing over time. Ressler and
Abratt (2009) demonstrate how different stakeholder
groups inside and outside the institution evaluate uni-
versity reputation through their own priorities, meaning
any institutional message is filtered through multiple

38

lenses. When marketing lacks the credibility to coor-
dinate these diverse perspectives, reputation becomes
fragmented.

How Each Gap Feeds the Others

Credibility feeds capability: without executive position-
ing and strategic involvement, marketing professionals
cannot develop the institutional knowledge academics
demand. CMOs report that as institutions face funding
pressures, their time becomes more reactive and their
ability to influence senior management diminishes.

Capability feeds connection: Without deep institutional
knowledge, marketing cannot create authentic narra-
tives that resonate internally. Academics view marketing
as "glib" and unable to represent complex work without
making it feel superficial.

Connection feeds credibility: When brands don't resonate
internally and academics resist branding, leadership
doesn't position marketing strategically. Teams remain
stuck as service functions despite their strategic aspira-
tions.

The Missing Stakeholder: HR

The research identified a critical missing voice in brand
and reputation discussions: Human Resources and Chief
People Officers. HR shapes culture, owns employee value
propositions, and has visibility across both academic and
professional services. In any rebranding exercise, HR are
essential stakeholders given that attracting top talent
depends on institutional reputation. Yet HR is rarely in-
tegrated into reputation strategy. This disconnect means
culture-shaping and brand-building operate in separate
silos, when they should be tightly aligned.

39



Breaking Points

1.

40

Quick wins build credibility: Demonstrating tangible
value through specific initiatives (campus launches,
PR campaigns with measurable reach) opens space for
strategic authority.

Leadership champions: Strong VC or DVC support that
positions marketing strategically shows dramatically
different outcomes. Direct reporting relationships and
executive sponsorship matter.

. Rankings as common ground: Rankings methodology

provides a shared language between marketing and
academics—both understand their importance for
funding, partnerships, and prestige. This can serve as
a bridge for collaboration.

Reframing around shared values: Language framed
around "supporting students" engages academics.
"Reputation” as terminology reduces resistance com-
pared to "brand. Student-centred framing appeals
across the academic-professional divide.

41



5.0 The Chief
Reputation
Officer:

A New Model

42

The research points to a
fundamental question: if the
current model is broken, what
would the ideal role look like?

Survey respondents and inter-
viewees were asked to design the
ideal "Chief Reputation Officer"
for a university. Their responses
reveal a role that differs
significantly from traditional
marketing leadership.

43



The Role Defined

The Chief Reputation Officer (CRO) role differs funda-
mentally from the traditional Chief Marketing Officer
(CMO) position. While CMOs typically focus on student
recruitment, brand management, and external commu-
nications, the CRO operates at a more strategic level, in-
tegrating reputation considerations into all institutional
decisions. This is not about creating two silos, but rather
elevating reputation management to C-suite level while
marketing and communications functions report to or
collaborate closely with the CRO.

In practice, this might mean:

o The CRO sits on the executive team and reports
directly to the Vice-Chancellor

o The CMO/Director of Marketing reports to the CRO or
works as a strategic partner

o Communications, Marketing, Government Relations,
and potentially HR coordinate through the CRO

o The CRO's remit includes internal culture and staff
experience, not just external messaging

44

Academic
Culture

Marketing
and External
Engagement

Institutional
Strategy
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Non-Negotiable Skills and Knowledge

When asked what skills or areas of knowledge, beyond
traditional marketing expertise, would be non-negotia-
ble for this role, respondents identified:

1. Deep Institutional Literacy

Understanding university funding models: How research
grants differ from student fees, the complexity of research
funding councils, the impact of international student
revenue, and how financial pressures shape institutional
behaviour.

Academic metrics and reputation drivers: Citation systems,
research impact measures, field-weighted citation impact,
h-indexes, REF/ERA processes, and how rankings meth-
odology actually works.

Governance and decision-making: How senates, councils,
and committees function. The difference between collegial
governance and corporate hierarchies. Why change moves
slowly and how to work within those constraints.

2. Academic Credibility

Hybrid background preferred: 11% of academics explicitly
suggested leadership by someone with academic creden-
tials or experience. Candidates who have worked in aca-
demia—even briefly—or who hold postgraduate research
qualifications bring inherent credibility.

Understanding academic career pressures: The pub-
lish-or-perish reality, tenure and promotion processes,
the importance of disciplinary peer recognition, and
why academics may resist institutional demands on
their time.
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Ability to translate without oversimplifying: The skill to
communicate complex research to public audiences while
maintaining academic integrity. Avoiding "glib" marketing
speak that alienates the very people whose work is being
represented.

3. Strategic and Political Acumen

Stakeholder engagement and diplomacy: Navigating rela-
tionships with government, industry partners, alumni,
media, and internal constituencies simultaneously. Man-
aging competing interests without losing strategic focus.

Internal politics and cultural intelligence: Understanding
the tensions between faculties, the dynamics of academic
freedom debates, the sensitivities around institutional
identity, and how to build coalitions for change.

Crisis management capability: Integrating brand consid-
erations into crisis response rather than treating commu-
nications as an afterthought. Leading during reputational
threats with both speed and strategic thinking.

4. Change Leadership

Emotional intelligence: The ability to listen deeply, build
trust across the academic-professional divide, and bring
people together around shared purpose despite different
perspectives.

Persuasion and influence: Working without positional au-
thority over academics while still building alignment. Win-
ning hearts and minds rather than mandating compliance.

Resilience and tenacity: The fortitude to maintain strategic
direction despite resistance, setbacks, and the inherently
slow pace of institutional change. Being comfortable as
"not always in a comfortable place.

47



Structural Requirements

The research suggests this role requires:

1.

48

Direct VC reporting: Without direct access to the
Vice-Chancellor, the role cannot influence strategy or
respond quickly to reputation threats.

Executive team membership: A seat at the table where
institutional decisions are made, not brought in after-
wards to communicate decisions already taken. Only
22% of marketing/communications departments char-
acterise themselves as 'part of the university execu-
tive team, and even fewer report regularly attending
senior leadership meetings where strategic decisions
are made. This exclusion from decision-making fo-
rums means marketing teams often learn about major
strategic initiatives such as: new academic programs,
research priorities, campus developments, only after
decisions are finalised, leaving them to retrofit com-
munications strategies rather than shape them from
the outset.

. Integration of fragmented functions: Responsibility

spanning communications, marketing, alumni en-
gagement, research promotion, and internal culture—
not siloed reporting lines.

. Partnership with HR: Close collaboration with the

Chief People Officer to align employer brand, culture,
and institutional reputation.

The Generational Opportunity
The research revealed an interesting generational pat-
tern: senior academics, who have earned security and

privilege, are often more open to public engagement and

creative communication than early-career researchers

trapped in "papers, papers, conferences" survival mode.

Yet these senior academics will become emeritus; the
next generation of leaders grew up on social media and
may approach institutional communication very dif-
ferently. Universities have a window to build the infra-

structure, including the right leadership role—before this

generational shift transforms expectations entirely.
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6.0 Conclusion
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The challenge of university
branding is not a problem of logos
or taglines, it is a structural crisis
compounded over three decades
of marketisation, rankings
dependency, and widening gaps
between promises and reality.

51



Universities must stop viewing "brand" as a wrapper
applied by a service department and start viewing "repu-
tation" as a strategic asset co-created by the entire aca-
demic community. Traditional brand levers, campaigns,
visual refreshes and rankings optimisation, cannot
address a legitimacy crisis. When graduates question
whether their degrees hold the value they were promised,
when institutional responses to controversy ring hollow
in the ears of those listening most closely, and when AI
challenges the university's ancient cognitive authority,
marketing sophistication alone will not restore what has
been lost.

The path forward lies in integration: marketing into
executive leadership, academic reality into brand narra-
tives, institutional knowledge into professional develop-
ment, HR into reputation strategy. This requires a new
kind of leadership, the Chief Reputation Officer, designed
not to polish institutional image but to bridge the struc-
tural divides that have widened over decades of neglect.

The stakes extend beyond survival. Universities remain
essential infrastructure for societies navigating disrup-
tion and uncertainty, lighthouses in waters that grow
more treacherous by the year, but that role is not guaran-
teed. The sector's social licence depends on demonstrat-
ing, not merely asserting, that universities create value
worth the investment.
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Only by closing the credibility, connection, and capability
gaps can universities build reputations that are authen-
tic reflections of their intellectual mission. Reputations
their own staff are proud to own, protect, and promote.
The alternative is continued drift toward institutions
that look alike, sound hollow, and cannot answer the
defining question that now echoes through every empty
lecture hall: why do you matter?

For access to the full report or to discuss the
findings, contact:

Zeenat Fayaz
Director of Brand Strategy, The Brand Education

4, Winsley Street, London,
WiW 8HF, United Kingdom
E-mail: zeenat.fayaz@thebrandeducation.com
Phone: +44(0) 207101 9274
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