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You can’t be what you’re not

The self-discovery of understanding your university’s brand

CCAE 2007

Sarah Agnew: Manifest Communications
Michael Pickard: Memorial University
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• Not about abandoning your roots
• Not about finding comfortable consensus
• Not about becoming who you’re not

Re-branding: What it’s not



003Re-branding: What it is
• A journey of re-discovery
• An opportunity to question, challenge, coalesce
• An chance to refocus by making tough but necessary 

decisions
– Which market needs
– Which target group
– Which competitors
– Which strengths and attributes



004Looking at markets
• Learn everything you can…

– Because a brand is about relevance to a target group, where 
values overlap

• That means…
– Looking at good data
– Talking to the right people
– Asking the right questions
– Testing ideas
– Reading between the lines
– Challenging assumptions
– Finding the gaps
– Looking for consistencies

• And then… identifying the “bulls eye” target 
– Not always who you think it is
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• Which needs and values do they satisfy?
• Which do you satisfy?
• Who really is the competition? Need to understand 

who else is engaging our target:
– We can’t all be Ivy League
– We can’t all be international leaders
– We can’t all be cutting edge
– We can’t all be small and friendly

Looking at the competitive environment



006Looking at yourself
• Hard to see yourself from the outside

– Agency’s job is to bring the outside perspective inside
– External view is essential

• Internal markets are essential to getting the rounded view
– Don’t assume you’ve heard it all before
– Don’t assume they’ve been asked before



007Memorial’s unique challenge
• Little known: out of sight, out of mind
• Inextricably linked with Newfoundland — unknown place, far 

far away
• “Newfie” perceptions: quaint, friendly, backward, not 21st 

century
• Reinforced by tourism, lore, movies, books
• Outdated ideas about Memorial 
• Pressing need to recruit “off-shore” students

– Haven’t heard of us
– Friends don’t go there
– It is far away



008Essential perspectives
• Current students 

– Their motivations, experiences

• High achieving alumni
– Commonalities, view of the world, view of Memorial in the 

world

• Faculty and staff
– Essential brand shapers and stewards

• Government, community/business leaders
– Expectations and concerns

• Who we didn’t talk to: Prospective students
– No knowledge of Memorial, no useful perspective at 

formative stage
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• Internal — Hugely divergent views of strengths, weaknesses, the 
brand, the competition

• External — Highly consistent views of strengths, weaknesses, 
the brand, the competition

• Internal — NL, NL culture and community a huge selling point
• External — NL, NL culture and community a deterrent
• Internal — split on positioning directions
• External — split on positioning directions

What we found: gaps and inconsistencies
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• “Inner-genuity”
– Resourceful, tenacious, independent character

• The university, faculty, staff, students
– An ingenuity that is born of place, and the challenges it has 

faced
– A spirit of “Newfoundland-ness”, not “Newfie-ness”

What we found: a powerful theme



0011What it told us about the brand
• The target: “Zaggers”

– Independent-minded, resourceful, “off-island”
– Want to explore  — themselves, the world

• Key offering: A freedom that comes with the place
– To explore, to invent, to become

• Character and spirit is key to this brand
– Alignment of values: What makes us us is what makes them 

them



0012What we told Memorial about the brand
• It is firmly rooted in the character and spirit of the 

university and its people (it’s “true”)

• It will resonate with the kind of person who should be here
– Student, faculty, research funder, innovation partner

• It is “Newfoundland-ness” in all the best ways

• It has to be deployed in a way that it true to the brand



0013Experiencing our ‘new brand’ ideal

• It is not a panacea

• Not everyone gets it

• It does not apply 100% of the time

• Hardest part:
– Different from what we are used to
– Non-traditional
– Even a university of zaggers is rife with ziggers



0014Discovering this new brand

• Once we laid it out, finding examples

• It’s everywhere, not hard to find

• It’s positive, distinctive and memorable

• Can we own it? Can we really celebrate it?



0015Selling the strategy

• People appreciated our well-thought out and well-
intentioned strategy.

• We shopped the ideas around – and it required very 
little ‘selling’

• People were happy to be in the loop, liked having their 
opinions heard

• We did not (and could not) talk to everybody
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Or future 
depends on 

it.
Keep 

refreshing 
things

Sign me up!

Sell outs

If it ain’t
broke…

A waste 
and a 

disgrace

Just don’t 
touch my 
funding

Just don’t 
touch my 
funding

New brand?
…funding!

A step in the 
right direction

It might hurt, 
but it’s 

necessary

We need to do 
it

Marketing

Change

New brand

Faculty/
Staff

Topic

Detractor Ambivalent Supporter Ambassador

Internal Audiences
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0018A logo is not a brand
• Bringing the brand to life…

– Logo, look, line
– Marketing and communication overhaul
– Consistency across the institution — internal and external

• …and living the brand
– Ingenuity inherent in all we do and say
– Experienced through all interactions with markets

• It takes time, it takes consistency, and a logo will only get you 
so far.
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• Pick your battles — not everyone has to use the logo right 
away

• Plan to implement over time, not overnight
• Set the example — all corporate/centralized 

communication
• Recruit early adopters, target high-profile faculties and 

departments
• If you build it, they will come…eventually

But everyone has to use the logo, right?



0020Selling the brand

• Again, people understand and accept well-thought out 
and well-intentioned strategy.

• But everyone has an opinion on creative concepts

• We simply ‘launched’ it, and people didn’t understand.

• A close colleague: “it’s excellent, but man, you are in 
BIG trouble”. 

• People have a visceral affinity with their university. 



0021The visual components

• New logo

• Creative concept:
– The look and the line
– “Become”
– Silhouettes
– Most importantly, the freedom



0022New Logo



0023Creative Concept

Become.

You always knew you were 
made of something different. 
And at Memorial University, 
you’ll discover exactly what it is. 
A spirit of learning by doing. A 
place where the opportunities to 
explore your creativity, your 
ingenuity, and your future are 
as wide open and endless as the 
place itself. At Memorial 
University, you won’t just 
become something. You’ll 
become.
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0029How we were doing, initially

• Initially there was protest. In the form of letters, online 
petitions, blogs, meetings. 
– Don’t like the logo
– Dropped ‘of Newfoundland’
– Nobody asked me

• A close colleague: “it doesn’t matter what you would 
have done – people hate change”. 

• Even some people who are open to change were not 
open to this change. 



0030How we are doing, now

• We are repositioning ourselves

• People see us differently now – in fact we are different, and know WHY

• Every Faculty but one is on board with new look on our website

• Protest has completely vanished, except for occasional veiled cynicism (it is a 
university, right?)

• Many, many awards for our work (including today!)

• Long-run proposition – many objectives, over many years



0031Evidence of becoming
• Alumni who have become:

– Graduates who embody the intrepid spirit of ingenuity
• Ingenuity at work:

– Projects, faculty, staff, students
• Unique programs and delivery:

– Teaching methods
– Academic flexibility and uniqueness

• Successes:
– Hidden treasures and patterns of success

• Examples of freedom to explore:
– The ways we are flexible
– Support services that help students become

• “Zaggerism”:
– Who and what embodies being a zagger
– Encyclopedia of Zaggerism: Zagapedia



0032What this has allowed us to do
• Website

– Prix D’Excellence Gold, 2007
– New content coming in September 2007
– Volume has tripled in three years: over 1.2 million visits/month

• Special Events: I ♥ MUNdays
– Prix D’Excellence Gold, 2007

• Publications
– Research Matters: CASE Bronze, CCAE Silver
– Viewbook: CASE Bronze

• Take our brand even further: license to be ingenious.



0033What this has allowed us to do
• Rant LIKE Rick

– Co-opt Rick Mercer
– Archetypal Newfoundlander who has become
– Honourary Doctor of Letters
– “Rant” embodies our spirit

• Expression
• Creativity
• Ingenuity
• Freedom



0034What this has allowed us to do



0035Pearls of Wisdom

• Get outside help: 
– An objective set of eyes to understand you
– You won’t have enough time or expertise to do it right yourself

• Academics are trained to oppose, and generally hate things 
like ‘marketing’. It shall pass.

• Surround yourself with ambassadors:
– Early adopters
– Strong leadership at the top. President and Director of 

Marcomm or Advancement



0036Pearls of Wisdom (OK, a few more)

• Logo and campaigns are not popularity contests. Don’t let 
loud voices shape your direction.

• Do NOT scrimp on the budget. 
– Don’t do it unless you can afford to do it well.
– You will avoid so much heartache if you can have people with 

you who know marketing (coordinator, media buyer, art 
director). Reinforce your expertise.

– Occasionally, you may need to ‘buy’ a seat at an important 
table. Do so. 



0037Questions?
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