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Abstract. Purpose – the purpose of the article is to investigate current marketing and branding trends in higher educa-
tion, and to discuss some popular marketing tools incorporated into the marketing strategy of a contemporary university. 
The relevance of the research topic is determined by the fact that managers working in higher education have to become 
more market-oriented as they are facing new challenges in an extremely competitive international environment.  

Research methodology – the article is based on the analysis of theoretical literature and previous research on the topic, 
OECD and EU documents on the basic trends in higher education, and marketing plans of randomly chosen higher 
education institutions. 

Findings – the analysis performed in the article has allowed the author to identify the main challenges experienced by 
contemporary universities in the agenda of promoting their educational services and programmes, and some novel mar-
keting tools applied for enhancing the university’s brand awareness and reputation. 

Research limitations – the limitations of the study are mainly related to the research base, which includes a few higher 
education institutions, so future study with a broader research base is recommended to generalize the findings.   

Practical implications – the research results may be useful for higher education managers responsible for developing a 
competitive marketing strategy of the university aimed at promoting their educational services and programmes. 

Originality/Value – the research is based on the analysis of working marketing plans of some universities having good 
marketing traditions. 
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Introduction  

In the context of significant changes occurring in higher education, modern universities compete for intellectual re-
sources, students, national and global rankings, competition being an important force of their improvement. There are 
different contextual factors that influence the way universities develop their management and marketing policies. The 
most influential factors include a set of socio-economic, demographic, political, national (cultural) issues, as well as 
characteristics of students – their age, gender, socio-economic status, cultural background (OECD, 2018). So the rele-
vance of the research topic is determined by the fact that managers working in higher education have to become more 
market-oriented as they are facing new challenges in the extremely competitive international environment. 

The purpose of the paper is to investigate current marketing and branding trends in higher education and to discuss 
some popular marketing tools incorporated into the marketing strategy of a contemporary university. The paper is 
based on the analysis of theoretical literature and previous research on the topic, EU documents on marketing in higher 
education, and marketing plans of randomly chosen higher education institutions. The analysis performed in the paper 
has allowed the author to identify the main challenges experienced by universities on the agenda of promoting their 
educational services and programmes.  

The results of the study suggest that a university’s reputation is directly related to the capacity of its brand to meet 
stakeholders’ expectations; in today’s highly competitive environment, brand reputation management can be regarded 
as a key concern to most universities.  
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The research results may be useful for managers responsible for developing a competitive marketing strategy of 
a university aimed at promoting their educational services and programmes. 

1. Marketing in a modern university in the agenda of considerable changes  
in the higher education sector 

1.1. Current tendencies in higher education and their impact on marketing activities 

Modern higher education is influenced by various processes related to globalization, and at the same time, it exerts a 
strong influence over these processes (OECD, 2009). Higher education contributes to social and economic develop-
ment by human capital creation, knowledge generation, exchange and maintenance, innovation, social, cultural and 
environmental development, as well as social cohesion (OECD, 2008; OECD, 2015; OECD, 2017).  

The scope and significance of tertiary education have changed considerably; higher education sector is growing 
globally and participation is expanding; the proportion of international students is increasing; massification and inter-
nationalization of the sector are gaining speed (OECD, 2008; OECD, 2009: OECD, 2012; OECD, 2017). This all leads 
to the tdiversification of the student population.  

Innovation leads to qualitative changes in the society as a whole, and in the country’s educational system. Mod-
ernization of higher education is related to digitalization of tools and processes, which can foster teaching and learning’ 
it is accompanied by enormous investments in ICT (OECD, 2016).  Universities are becoming increasingly important 
contributors to the innovation process as they generate and transmit new ideas, being a source of human capital (League 
of European Research Universities, 2006). In this context, modernization of an academia calls for re-examination of 
educational practices and constant professional development of the academic and attending staff (European Parliament, 
Committee on Culture and Education, 2018); one of the main “design challenge” is to find a compromise between 
routine (“standardization”) and innovation (“mutual adjustment”) in an educational organization (OECD, 2010).  The 
ability to assess innovation (how much teaching and learning practices are changing) is crucial for developing an 
improvement strategy in education; such knowledge reinforces the education knowledge base necessary for policy 
making (OECD 2010). Implementation of technology-supported pedagogic models is aimed at expanding the range of 
learning opportunities available to students (OECD, 2013), which is very important in the agenda of massification, 
internationalization and modernization of higher education. 

Thus, current trends in tertiary education are associated with the following: 

 Massification of higher education 
 Internationalization of higher education 
 Diversification of student population 
 Modernization of higher education. 
The above trends are closely connected with increasing collaboration and improving communication between 

universities, business and the society on the whole. Today, higher education institutions are concerned with establish-
ing tight cooperation with all “social actors” to identify solutions for developing the most appropriate “products” (for 
example, study programmes, level of instruction, instruction tools, etc.), meeting  both and social individual needs in 
terms of the labor market demands (Muhcina & Moraru, 2016).  

The next stage is then “promoting and marketing the product”, which can be a serious challenge. In the highly 
competitive international environment, universities use all reasonable endeavors to strengthen their reputation (West, 
2009) to increase enrolment and attract more talents. Higher education managers are now seeking for most efficient 
means to “bring into sync” their position with regard to internal strengths and weaknesses against external opportunities 
and threats (Stukalina, 2015), so contemporary academia must carefully consider the emerging tendencies and devel-
opments in the global education market. Some current trends in tertiary education and their impact on marketing man-
agement in universities are summarized in Table 1. 

Table 1. Current tendencies in tertiary education and their impact on marketing management in academia  
(source: author’s construction based on OECD documents) 

Current trends in higher education Impact on marketing management in universities 

Massification 
Customer uncertainty 
Increased focus on stakeholder accountability 

Internationalization 
Customer uncertainty 
Increased focus on international marketing 

Diversification of student population 
Customer uncertainty 
Increased focus on diversification of programmes and services 

Modernization 
The shift from standardization to innovation  
Increased focus on quality assurance 



Stukalina, Y. 2019. Marketing in higher education: promoting educational services and programmes 

618 

As seen from Table 1, there is a necessity to reconsider marketing strategies to be applied in a modern university 
in the agenda of significant changes occurring in the higher education area. 

1.2. Main trends in higher education marketing 

Marketing tools employed by educational organizations, in general, are similar to social marketing and services mar-
keting, as the higher education market is influenced by social needs development (Filip, 2012). Modern universities 
are widely using marketing elements in their management; however, the scope of their marketing activities and the 
methods applied differ, as they depend much on various internal and external factors (Białoń, 2015). 

Nowadays, marketing environment is changing fundamentally owing to such forces as globalization, technolog-
ical advances, deregulation, etc. (Kotler & Keller, 2012). To be successful, marketing specialists must draw their at-
tention to recent trends and developments in the marketing environment for making appropriate corrections to their 
marketing strategies (Kotler & Keller, 2016). 

As the above forces influence the international education market, the accompanying changes in the global higher 
education have a significant impact on the way marketing strategies are developed and implemented in contemporary 
universities. In the process, marketing managers apply different marketing models, including the so-called “Marketing 
Mix Model”, which is also applicable for higher education (Kotler & Fox, 1985; Kotler & Fox, 1995).  

Marketing strategies of academia are aimed at providing active support for the implementation of overall strate-
gies created for improving the university’s position in the global education market (Białoń, 2015). Since academia 
management faces the need to attract an enhanced and diverse student population, successful branding and marketing 
are becoming very important activities; universities are also hiring marketing specialists from the business area and 
are investing more money in improving their brands (Hanover Research, 2014).  

Some present-day trends in higher education marketing and the related marketing objective are presented in Ta-
ble 2. 

Table 2. Main trends in higher education marketing and possible outcomes  
(source: author’s construction based on Hanover Research (2014)) 

Trend Outcome 

Increased investment in building a strong  institutional Solid brand identity 

Increased investment in human capital (both academic  
and attending staff) 

Improved quality of educational programmes   
and services 

Integration of “corporate mentality” into a university culture Transformed “business model” 

Increased use of the personal approach to every   
prospective student 

Increased market share (increased enrolment) 

Increased use of ICTs in marketing processes Improved brand engagement 

Ongoing use of traditional marketing strategies 
Improved “product” (educational programmes   
and services) awareness 

As one can see from Table 2, modern trends in higher education marketing necessitate developing a competitive 
marketing strategy focused on building and maintaining a strong institutional brand, which represents a unique and 
recognizable symbol. 

2. Marketing strategies developed for promoting educational programmes and services 

2.1. Marketing objectives as reflected in the marketing plans of contemporary universities 

In the marketing environment, marketing specialists consider “brand, industry, form, and generic competition” (Kotler 
& Keller, 2012).  

Marketing strategy usually embraces two basic elements (Chernev, 2014):  
– The target market (operational context, target audience, educational organization itself, collaborators and 

competitors) 
– Value proposition.  
The choice of marketing strategy in a university depends on a number of factors such as the situation in the 

educational market and the state of marketing knowledge from the period under research; the results of the marketing 
environment analysis will include different “scenarios” for improving a higher education institution (Białoń, 2015). 
The results of the marketing environment analysis are reflected in the marketing strategy of a university. This document 
incorporates long-term goals based on the strategic goals specified in the overall strategy, various techniques and tools 
to be applied for accomplishing the goals (Białoń, 2015). Long-term goals are supported by a set of objectives. The 
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objectives formulated together with long-term goals should be more concrete and more clearly defined (Thompson & 
Strickland, 2003).  

Some marketing objectives formulated by modern universities on the basis of the marketing environment analysis 
are presented in Table 3.  

Table 3. Marketing objectives based on the results of the marketing environment analysis (source: author’s construction  
based on the analysis of Marketing Plans of University of Arizona/College of Engineering (2016),  

Wilamette University (2015), Missouri State University (2013)) 

Type of analysis Marketing objectives based on the obtained results  

Situational analysis 
Increasing overall visibility and attractiveness by improving  
national and international rankings 

Competitive analysis Strengthening the brand by emphasizing key brand distinctions  

SWOT analysis 
Increasing positive awareness of the brand by developing  
a more effective system of internal and external communications 

 
As seen from the above table, contemporary academias consider creating and maintaining a successful institu-

tional brand to be key to their success.  
As a positive brand image and reputation have a direct impact on the consumer behavior (Kotler and Keller, 

2016), a strong brand would confirm its credibility in the international education market in the agenda of promoting 
educational services and programmes. 

2.2. Building a strong institutional brand  

In business, brand is defined as a set of exclusive characters and associations identifying an offering and creating value 
beyond the basic aspects of this offering (Chernev, 2014). Brands are supposed to deliver a high level of assurance to 
customers, the brand’s value being directly related to its ability to gain a unique and positive meaning for them (Panda, 
2007). Branding is directly associated with differentiating the product or service from competitors (Kotler & Keller, 
2016). Brand symbolizes all information about a service or product (Keller, 2003). 

A strong brand is important, as it allows an organization discovering new opportunities through extension and 
compensating for environmental threats. Many serious challenges that universities encounter today have caused the 
emphasis to be placed on the branding of higher education institutions (Woyo et al., 2014). Modern universities are 
now becoming more “entrepreneurial”. Entrepreneurialism in higher education can be regarded as the ability to adapt 
to an uncertain external environment (Shattock, 2009). 

With enhanced global competition in the educational market, the notion of branding is widely used in higher 
education. A brand in this sector includes tangible and intangible components. They may comprise the following (Vali-
tov, 2014):  

 University attributes 
a) state accreditation of the academia or educational programmes; 
b) inteternational accreditation of educational programmes; 
c) qualification of the academic staff (e.g. percentage of teachers with PhD degree, the number of foreign 

professors); 
d) financial characteristics (e.g. tuition fee, available scholarships and grants); 
e) available facilities (e.g. location, university environment); 
f) technology (ICTs) 

 University image 
a) diploma prestige and value; 
b) assured employment; 
c) history of a university; 
d) achievements of graduates, etc. 

 University brand value. 
Some marketing strategies, which are aimed at building and maintaining a strong institutional brand, are described 

in Table 4. 
Marketing strategies developed on the basis of the performed marketing environment analysis should be supported by a set 
of tactics. The tactics embody the main marketing decisions representing the marketing strategy (Chernev, 2014).  
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2.3. Enhancing the awareness of the university’s educational services and programmes 

Brand awareness is regarded as a precondition for the market success of brands (Moisescu, 2009). Brand awareness 
cultivates people’s ability to identify the brand to an extent that they will wish to “make a purchase” (Kotler & Keller, 
2016). 

Brand awareness includes awareness of the tangible and intangible brand constituents. In higher education, these 
components embrace, among other things, educational services and programmes. The tactics used in the context of 
enhancing awareness of university services and programmes are grouped according to the selected marketing strategy.  

Table 4. A few marketing strategies aimed at building a strong institutional brand (source: author’s construction  
based on Missouri State University Marketing Plan (2013))   

Marketing strategy Related activities 

Renewing the look of the brand Recruiting design professionals from or outside the university  

Sharing the origin of the brand within the campus  
community 

Developing campaigns aimed at increasing brand awareness among 
faculty and students 

Creating the brand through the success of educational  
programmes 

Developing unique programmes with successful placement rates 

Cultivate the brand naturally through the campus Developing a propagation plan and using social media for its imple-
mentation  

Accessing the brand for everyday needs Organizing marketing workshops with representatives from differ-
ent departments 

Incorporating messaging that includes the university’s 
competitive advantages 

Developing communication strategies focused on unique academic 
opportunities provided by the university 

 
The tactics may include the following focus areas and related initiatives, as reflected in the Wilamette University 

Marketing Plan (2015). 
1. Concentrating on key brand distinctions 

– Organize a regular group of university communicators for updates on current marketing communications 
– Build a dynamic institutional website 
– Perform an audit of current social media channels and create an appropriate digital media strategy  
– Make a healthy editorial calendar for the website and main publications.  

2. Creating a cohesive institution-wide system of communications that integrates updated recruitment, admission and 
enrolment communications tools 

– Develop an online content integrating storage of “hero” stories about the university 
– Develop an “interactive newsroom” including current news, events, media fact sheets and a faculty expert list 
– Create new digital content with search engine optimization possibilities 
– Develop a comprehensive e-mail marketing system for tracking contacts, e-newsletters and segment audiences 
– Develop digital content containing logos, photographs, social media icons, templates, style guides 
– Schedule regular marketing “skill-development” workshops and seminars 
– Develop updated print and online materials for undergraduate admissions 
– Improve e-mail marketing processes for undergraduate students. 

3. Positioning the university as a leading institution by means of an effective media relations strategy 
– Create a “faculty experts list” and send it to media 
– Organize annual media training sessions for faculty and administrators. 

4. Developing special communication plans for the graduate programs  
– Refreshing content for  direct marketing campaigns  
– Create original view books and admit packages 
– Work out direct marketing strategies for particular university colleges.  

5. Increasing attraction among supporters of the university 
– Cooperate with alumni and parents on building an updated brand identity 
– Develop reliable messaging across the university 
– Improve a brand image through annual events 
– Strengthen the links with the community through the “Institute of Continous Learning”. 

6. Focusing on repositioning the university in the frame of the fundraising campaign. 
7. Designing an institutional “visibility and awareness” campaign 

– Produce institutionally specific radio, print, digital and outdoor/display advertising tools  
– Assess the effectiveness of these initiatives and make modifications when necessary. 
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The above initiatives should all carry a few specific key messages related to the university’s brand. These key 
messages are directed to the target audiences (stakeholders). The stakeholders may involve current and prospective 
students, their parents, alumni, staff, sponsors, employers, media, government agencies, non-governmental organiza-
tions, etc.  

3. Measuring the success of the university’s marketing plan 

3.1. Marketing metrics  

Assessment of marketing performance is considered to be an essential supplement to marketing activities, marketing 
performance being defined as the ability to accomplish marketing objectives (Solcansky & Simberova, 2010). A mar-
keting plan should contain concrete outcomes to track the progress of its implementation. For assessing progress, 
different metrics can be used, so the outcomes specified in the marketing plan can take different forms. 

The term “metric” may be defined as tools quantifying a “trend, dynamic or characteristic” (Reibstein, Farris, 
Bendle, & Pfeifer, 2006). According to Kotler et al. (2009), marketing metrics include an assortment of performance 
measures assisting companies to measure and better understand their marketing performance. 

The so-called internal market metrics are associated with various factors such as active innovation support, rela-
tive employee satisfaction and their enthusiasm for learning, etc.; the external market metrics include financial 
measures, but brand equity also requires various non-financial measures, when the “adjustment is conceptual, not in 
cash” (Ambler, 2000).  

Some popular external market metrics include (ibid.): 

 Total number of customers 
 Consumer satisfaction 
 Customer loyalty  
 Number of complaints  
 Market share (volume or value)  
 Perceived quality 
 Awareness  
 Distribution 
 Availability. 
It should be mentioned that the above metrics are designed in different areas in a different way depending on the 

characteristics of the given area (Ambler, 2000). So in the higher education sector, metrics may take a variety of forms, 
due to differences in the nature of academias, as well as in their institutional objectives (Pollard et al., 2013). 

3.2. Success measurements as short-term, intermediate-term and long-term outcomes 

Some universities use such success measurements that as outcome indicators. These indicators put the emphasis on the di-
mensions, which are related to value (Mone, Pop, & Racolţa-Paina, 2013). Below are listed a selection of outcome indicators 
itemized in the Missouri State University Marketing Plan (2013): 

1. Short-term outcomes (six months – one year): 
– Established marketing advisory committee; 
– Refreshed and revised brand identity; 
– Qualitative study for benchmarking new brand assets; 
– Shared vision of the university’s promotional strategy. 
2. Intermediate term outcomes (one-two years): 
– Established communications committee; 
– New brand guide and corresponding templates; 
– Increased acceptance rate of brand identity; 
– Novel paid-media strategy; 
– Special recruit students and start student blogger program; 
– New recommendations for recruitment events and publications; 
– Implementation of revolutionary marketing ideas. 
3. Long-term outcomes (more than two years): 
– Increased student enrolment;  
– Study for benchmarking changes in brand awareness;  
– Increased market share in crucial educational markets; 
– Increased engagement of alumni and sponsors; 
– Positive change in brand awareness.  
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3.3. Success measurements as KPI – key performance indicators 

Other universities express success measurements in terms of key performance indicators (KPI). Key performance in-
dicators designate what must be done for increasing organizational performance radically; they symbolize a number 
of measures that focus on the aspects, which are the most important for the success of the company (Parmenter, 2009). 

Parmenter distinguishes seven characteristics of key performance indicators (ibid.): 

 They include non-financial measures; 
 They are measured frequently;  
 They are utilized by senior management; 
 All staff have to understand and use them; 
 The responsibility is assigned to the individual or team; 
 They must influence core critical success factors; 
 They must influence other measures positively.  
Thus, in some marketing plans, marketing metrics can take the form of KPI. Main key performance indicators 

specified in the Communications and Marketing Plan of the University of Manchester (2015) are presented in Table 5.  

Table 5. Key performance indicators as specified in the university’s marketing plan  
(source: Communications and Marketing Plan of the University of Manchester (2015)) 

KPI category Key performance indicator 

1. KPI linked to outcomes 

Print and broadcast media coverage 

Social media engagement (e.g. Facebook, Twitter) 

Social media referrals to the website 

Amount of unique website users 

2. KPI linked to pride and engagement 

Staff – proud to be members of the university 

Staff – satisfied with the system of communications 

Students – proud to study at the university 

Students – satisfied with the system of communications 

Alumni – proud to be graduates of the university 

Alumni – satisfied with the system of communications 

3. KPI linked to reputation 

Position in US News Global Reputation Survey 

Position in the national media survey 

Position in the world University Rankings 

 
It should be noted that in different universities, they use different marketing metrics dependent on many factors: 

 type of ownership (private or state); 
 location; 
 size; 
 offered degrees and educational programmes; 
 university services and facilities; 
 educational experience; 
 marketing experience; 
 more (less) focus on research and innovation; 
 staff engagement in the marketing processes; 
 student engagement in the marketing processes; 
 level of ICTs integration in the learning process, etc.   

Conclusions  

The analysis carried out in this paper has allowed the author to make the following conclusions. 
In the higher education sector, more emphasis is now placed on marketing. Managers working in the field have 

to use a more market-oriented approach, which is determined by the challenges they face today. The shift towards 
marketing is closely associated with emerging tendencies in the area: massification, internationalization of higher ed-
ucation, and modernization of higher education, as well as diversification of student base. This makes modern aca-
demias to create a competitive strategy aimed at achieving academic success and attracting best talents in the extremely 
competitive higher education market.  
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The trends developed within higher education marketing require universities to use marketing elements in their 
management. Universities have to reconsider their previous strategies and reorient from the reactive to the more pro-
active approach. Considerable changes in international higher education have a significant impact on the way market-
ing strategies are created and implemented in contemporary academia. Modern marketing strategies are now focused 
on building and maintaining a strong institutional brand; a strong brand would confirm the credibility of academia in 
the global education market. Brand awareness, including awareness of the tangible and intangible brand constituents 
(educational services and programmes), might inspire brand affinity, so it vital to enhance the awareness of these 
services and programmes. There are various tactics applied in the context of increasing brand awareness, which is 
grouped according to selected marketing strategy; they involve a set of initiatives that must carry a few specific key 
messages addressed to all stakeholders (target audiences). 

Evaluation of marketing activities is an essential part of the marketing strategy implementation. In higher educa-
tion, different marketing metrics (success measurements) can be used for tracking progress in the marketing area; they 
can be quantitative and qualitative by nature. Different academias employ different metrics depending on a number of 
factors, being closely related to the marketing objectives stated in the marketing plan of a particular university. 

The limitations of the study are mainly related to the research base, which includes a few higher education insti-
tutions, so future study with a broader research base is recommended to generalize the findings. Empirical research 
based on the collection and analysis of primary data in the field is also advisable.  
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