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In the highly competitive landscape of higher education, a college or university's positioning statement
is more than just a tagline or mission statement; it encapsulates the institution's unique identity, values,
and value proposition. Understanding and effectively communicating this positioning is crucial for
attracting prospective students, faculty, donors, and community partners. But how exactly does your
college or university describe itself? And how can you optimize your positioning statement to resonate
more effectively? In this article, we will explore the importance of a well-crafted positioning statement,
analyze what it should include, and offer guidance on how your institution can refine its messaging to

stand out in the crowded educational marketplace.

What Is a College or University Positioning Statement?

A positioning statement is a concise declaration that articulates how an institution wants to be
perceived relative to its competitors. It defines the unique attributes, benefits, and values that set your
college or university apart. Unlike mission or vision statements, which are broad and aspirational, a
positioning statement targets specific perceptions and aims to influence how stakeholders see the

institution.



Key Components of a Positioning Statement

A well-crafted positioning statement typically includes:
e Target Audience: Who are your primary stakeholders? (e.g., prospective students, parents,
faculty, industry partners)

* Market Definition: The category or environment in which your institution competes (e.g., liberal

arts college, research university, online education provider)

¢ Unique Value Proposition: What makes your institution unique or superior? (e.g., innovative

programs, research excellence, community engagement)

e Supporting Evidence: Data, awards, rankings, or success stories that reinforce your claims

Why Is a Positioning Statement Important?

A clear and compelling positioning statement offers multiple benefits:

1. Guides Messaging and Branding

It provides a consistent foundation for all marketing, recruitment, and communication efforts, ensuring

that everyone from admissions staff to alumni speaks with a unified voice.



2. Differentiates Your Institution

In an era when thousands of colleges and universities compete for students, a distinctive positioning

helps your institution stand out.

3. Aligns Internal Stakeholders

It creates a shared understanding among faculty, staff, and leadership about what the institution stands

for and strives to achieve.

4. Attracts the Right Audience

By clearly defining your target audience and value proposition, you can more effectively reach

prospective students who align with your offerings.

How to Develop an Effective Positioning Statement

Creating a compelling positioning statement involves introspection, research, and strategic thinking.

Here’s a step-by-step guide:

1. Conduct an Internal Audit

Assess your institution’s strengths, values, and unique offerings. Consider:

¢ Academic programs and research excellence

e Campus culture and student life



¢ Location advantages

¢ Partnerships and industry connections

¢ Alumni success stories

2. Analyze the Competition

Identify how similar institutions position themselves. Look for gaps or opportunities to differentiate.

3. Define Your Target Audience

Segment your prospective students based on demographics, interests, career goals, and other relevant

factors.

4. Clarify Your Unique Selling Proposition (USP)

Determine what makes your college or university unique. Is it your faculty expertise, innovative

curriculum, community engagement, or career outcomes?

5. Draft the Positioning Statement

Combine these elements into a clear, concise statement. For example:

“[Institution Name] is a [category or type] dedicated to [target audience] by providing [unique value or

benefits], supported by [proof or evidence], to help students [desired outcome].”



Examples of Effective College and University Positioning

Statements

To illustrate, here are some hypothetical examples:

e Small Liberal Arts College: "At Greenfield College, we empower curious minds through
personalized liberal arts education, fostering critical thinking and community engagement to

prepare students for meaningful careers."

* Research University: "Sunrise University is a leading research institution dedicated to innovation,

excellence in STEM fields, and preparing global leaders to address tomorrow’s challenges."

¢ Online Education Provider: "NextGen Online offers flexible, accredited degree programs designed

for working professionals seeking career advancement without geographic constraints."

Integrating Your Positioning Statement into Your Brand

Strategy

Once your positioning statement is established, it should permeate all aspects of your institution’s

branding and marketing efforts:

1. Website and Digital Content

Ensure your messaging reflects your positioning, highlighting your unique strengths and value

propositions.



2. Recruitment Materials

Use targeted messaging tailored to different prospective student segments.

3. Campus Events and Outreach

Design events, open houses, and communications that reinforce your distinctive positioning.

4. Alumni and Community Engagement

Share success stories and community initiatives that exemplify your institution’s values and strengths.

Measuring the Effectiveness of Your Positioning

I’s important to assess whether your positioning resonates with your target audience and influences
perceptions. Consider:

¢ Conducting surveys or focus groups with prospective and current students

¢ Monitoring application and enrollment trends

¢ Analyzing engagement metrics on digital platforms

» Gathering feedback from faculty, staff, and alumni

Adjust your messaging as needed based on insights and changing market conditions.



The Role of Leadership and Stakeholder buy-in

Developing and implementing a compelling positioning statement requires leadership commitment.
Engaging key stakeholders ensures that the messaging is authentic and aligned with the institution's
mission and strategic goals. Regular review and refinement are essential to keep the positioning

relevant and impactful.

Conclusion

Your college or university’s positioning statement is a foundational element of your overall branding
and marketing strategy. It encapsulates what makes your institution unique and why prospective
students, faculty, and partners should choose you over competitors. By carefully analyzing your
strengths, understanding your target audience, and articulating a clear and compelling message, you
can enhance your institution’s reputation, attract the right talent and students, and ultimately achieve
your strategic goals. Remember, your positioning should evolve with the institution and the changing

landscape of higher education, ensuring that your message remains relevant, authentic, and influential.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a college or university positioning statement?

A positioning statement is a concise description that defines how a college or university wants to be
perceived by its target audience, highlighting its unique value and strengths.

Why is having a clear positioning statement important for colleges and
universities?

A clear positioning statement helps differentiate the institution from competitors, guides marketing



efforts, attracts the right students, and reinforces its unique identity and mission.

How should a college or university describe its positioning in its
statement?

It should focus on its unique strengths, target audience, core values, academic offerings, campus

culture, and what sets it apart from other institutions.

What are common elements included in a college or university's
positioning statement?

Key elements often include the target student demographic, unique value proposition, academic

excellence, campus environment, and long-term benefits for students.

How often should a college or university review and update its
positioning statement?

Institutions should review their positioning statement regularly, typically every 3-5 years, or when

significant changes occur in their strategic direction or market environment.

Can a college or university's positioning statement influence
prospective students' decision-making?

Yes, a well-crafted positioning statement clearly communicates the institution’s value, attracting

prospective students who align with its offerings and culture.

What role does branding play in a college or university’s positioning
statement?

Branding reinforces the positioning statement by consistently conveying the institution’s identity,

values, and unique attributes across all marketing channels.



How can colleges ensure their positioning statement resonates with
their target audience?

By conducting market research, understanding prospective students’ needs and preferences, and

tailoring the message to highlight relevant strengths and benefits.

What are some examples of effective positioning statements used by
leading colleges and universities?

Examples include statements like 'Harvard: Educating leaders who make a difference' or 'Stanford:
Innovation, entrepreneurship, and leadership for a better future,' which clearly communicate their core

value propositions.

Additional Resources

Onsider Your College Or University’s Positioning Statement. How Does Your College Or University

Describe Its Unique Identity?

In the increasingly competitive landscape of higher education, colleges and universities are tasked with
more than just delivering quality education—they must also define and communicate their unique
identity effectively. At the heart of this effort lies the positioning statement, a strategic tool that
encapsulates a school’s core values, distinctive qualities, and value proposition. But how well do
institutions understand and articulate this essential messaging? And what does their positioning
statement reveal about their priorities, ambitions, and approach to serving students? This article
explores the importance of the positioning statement, how institutions craft and utilize it, and what it

signifies about their overall brand and strategic direction.

Understanding the Concept of a Positioning Statement



A positioning statement is a concise declaration that defines how a college or university wants to be
perceived in the minds of its target audience—prospective students, parents, faculty, alumni, and the
wider community. It articulates the institution's unique value proposition, differentiators, and

overarching purpose.

Key Elements of a Positioning Statement:

- Target Audience: Who the institution primarily seeks to serve.

- Frame of Reference: The category or field in which the institution competes.
- Unique Differentiators: What sets the institution apart from competitors.

- Value Proposition: The benefits or experiences offered to students.

- Proof Points: Evidence or qualities that support the claims made.

For example, a college might position itself as “a small liberal arts college dedicated to personalized
learning and close faculty-student relationships, preparing students to lead in community-focused

careers.”

Why Does a Positioning Statement Matter?

The significance of a well-crafted positioning statement cannot be overstated in the realm of higher
education. It functions as the foundation upon which branding, marketing, recruitment, and strategic

planning are built.

Benefits of a Clear Positioning Statement:

- Guides Communication and Branding: Ensures consistent messaging across all channels.
- Differentiates the Institution: Highlights what makes the college or university stand out.
- Aligns Stakeholders: Provides a shared understanding among staff, faculty, and leadership.

- Supports Recruitment Efforts: Attracts students whose values and goals align with the institution’s



identity.

- Enhances Strategic Decision-Making: Informs initiatives aligned with the institution’s positioning.

In essence, the positioning statement acts as a compass, aligning internal strategies with external

perceptions.

How Do Colleges and Universities Describe Themselves?

The way an institution describes itself varies widely, often reflecting its history, mission, target
demographic, and strategic priorities. Analyzing these descriptions reveals insights into their core

identity and ambitions.

Common Approaches in Institutional Descriptions:

- Academic Excellence & Research Focus: Emphasizing faculty expertise, research achievements, and
academic rigor.

- Student-Centered Learning: Highlighting personalized education, mentorship, and support services.

- Community Engagement & Social Impact: Showcasing service-oriented programs and local
partnerships.

- Innovation & Technology Leadership: Focusing on cutting-edge facilities, online programs, and
forward-thinking curricula.

- Diversity & Inclusion: Promoting a welcoming environment for all backgrounds and perspectives.

For example, a university might describe itself as “a globally recognized research university committed
to fostering innovation, diversity, and inclusive excellence,” while another might position itself as “a

community-focused college dedicated to accessible education and social mobility.”



Analyzing the Language and Messaging

The specific language used in a positioning statement offers clues about an institution’s priorities.
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Words like “prestigious, affordable,” “inclusive,” or “rigorous” signal what the

institution values most.

What to Look For:

- Keywords and Phrases: Identify recurring themes or focal points.

- Tone and Style: Formal, inviting, innovative, community-oriented.

- Claims of Differentiation: Unique programs, experiential learning, global partnerships.

- Evidence of Mission Alignment: How well the description aligns with the college’s stated mission and

vision.

For instance, an institution emphasizing “hands-on experiential learning” signals a focus on practical

skills, whereas one emphasizing “research excellence” underscores scholarly achievement.

How Institutions Formulate Their Positioning Statements

The process of crafting a positioning statement involves strategic reflection, stakeholder input, and

market analysis. Typically, institutions undertake the following steps:

1. Market Research: Understanding student needs, competitive landscape, and industry trends.
2. Stakeholder Engagement: Gathering insights from faculty, students, alumni, and community
partners.

3. Internal Assessment: Clarifying core strengths, resources, and unique offerings.

4. Defining Target Audience: Identifying primary demographics and their aspirations.

5. Articulating Differentiators: Pinpointing what makes the institution stand out.

6. Drafting and Refining: Creating clear, compelling statements that resonate internally and externally.



The resulting statement is often kept concise—sometimes just a sentence or two—that guides branding,

messaging, and strategic initiatives.

Examples of Effective Positioning Statements

To better understand how institutions articulate their identity, consider these real-world examples:

- Harvard University: “Harvard is committed to excellence in teaching, learning, and research, and to
developing leaders who make a difference in the world.”

- California State University (CSU): “CSU provides high-quality, accessible education to diverse
students, preparing them to thrive in a global economy.”

- Olin College of Engineering: “Olin College prepares engineering leaders who will use their talents to
serve society through innovative, entrepreneurial, and ethical practices.”

- Community College of Philadelphia: “Providing affordable, accessible education designed to

empower students to succeed academically and professionally.”

Each statement encapsulates core values, target audiences, and differentiators, serving as a

foundation for broader branding efforts.

The Impact of a Well-Defined Positioning Statement

A clear and authentic positioning statement can significantly influence an institution’s reputation and

Success.

Impacts Include:

- Enhanced Brand Recognition: Clear messaging helps prospective students and stakeholders



understand what the institution stands for.

- Increased Enrollment: Effective positioning attracts students aligned with the institution’s strengths.
- Stronger Community Relations: Articulating values fosters trust and partnerships.

- Strategic Clarity: Guides resource allocation, program development, and policy decisions.

- Resilience in a Competitive Market: Differentiation can sustain reputation even amid fluctuating

enrollment trends.

In an era where higher education faces challenges such as declining enrollments, funding pressures,

and evolving student expectations, a compelling positioning statement acts as a strategic anchor.

Challenges in Developing and Communicating a Positioning Statement

Despite its importance, many institutions face hurdles in articulating and leveraging their positioning

statement effectively.

Common Challenges:

- Lack of Internal Alignment: Different departments or leadership may have conflicting perceptions.

- Overly Generic Messaging: Failing to differentiate from competitors.

- Inconsistent Communication: Variability across channels dilutes brand clarity.

- Misalignment with Actual Student Experience: Promises in messaging not reflected in reality can lead
to disillusionment.

- Evolving Institutional Goals: As priorities shift, the positioning statement may need updating to stay

relevant.

Addressing these challenges requires ongoing internal dialogue, stakeholder engagement, and a

commitment to authenticity.



The Future of Institutional Positioning

As higher education continues to evolve in response to technological advances, societal shifts, and

demographic changes, so too must the way institutions describe themselves. Future trends include:

- Personalized Messaging: Tailoring positioning to specific student segments.

- Emphasis on Social Impact: Highlighting contributions to societal issues like sustainability and social
justice.

- Digital and Virtual Presence: Leveraging online platforms to communicate core identity.

- Data-Driven Refinement: Using analytics to assess messaging effectiveness and refine positioning.

Institutions that proactively manage and adapt their positioning statements will be better positioned to

attract and retain students, faculty, and partners.

Conclusion

Your college or university’s positioning statement is much more than a marketing slogan—it embodies
the institution’s essence, aspirations, and competitive edge. By critically examining how your institution
describes itself, you gain insight into its strategic priorities and how it seeks to be perceived. Crafting
and communicating a clear, authentic positioning statement requires deliberate effort but yields
substantial benefits, from stronger branding to strategic clarity. In an increasingly crowded higher
education marketplace, understanding and leveraging your institution’s positioning is vital to achieving

long-term success and fulfilling your mission of educating and empowering students.

In sum, take the time to evaluate how your college or university articulates its identity. Is your
positioning statement reflective of your true strengths and aspirations? Does it resonate with your

target audiences? By addressing these questions, your institution can reinforce its unique place in the



landscape of higher education and foster meaningful relationships that support its mission for years to

come.
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