EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In the light of the University of Plymouth’s commitment to becoming ‘an institution
modeling university-wide excellence’ in sustainability, this paper explores the potential
recruitment and retention benefits arising from the marketing of the university’s
sustainability credentials. It attempts this by reviewing academic and professional
literature on higher education, sustainability and marketing; by reviewing surveys on
whether a university’s sustainability credentials matter to prospective students and by
reporting on a University of Plymouth small-scale survey; by case studies of five UK and
four US higher education institutions that market their sustainability credentials; and by an
artifact and media analysis of University of Plymouth paper-from, electronic and webbased marketing and promotional media.
There is a paucity of literature on marketing higher education. Literature on marketing
university sustainability credentials is even thinner on the ground. The literature suggests
that sustainability marketing needs to be organically integrated with whole institution
change towards sustainability. A recent research report on the links between
sustainability and employability suggests that skills-focused marketing of sustainability
credentials might carry great potential. In terms of criteria students hold as important in
choosing a university, sustainability ranks much lower than academic and teaching
reputation. But while not a deciding factor, sustainability credentials can be a significant
determining factor for many, other things being equal. Females are more likely to
respond positively to sustainability marketing. The situation is in flux given new
sustainability-related school curricula and a different picture may present itself in a few
years.
The nine case studies of marketing and branding approaches of higher education
institutions with a high sustainability profile point to: the importance of calibrating marketing
according to the emerging realities of sustainability adherence and performance; melding
vision with a ‘work in progress’ narrative and giving high profile to student sustainability
narratives; the importance of marrying internal marketing with external marketing so the
university community is appraised and on board; given that sustainability consciousness is
an emerging phenomenon, the case for ‘subtle’ or ‘between the lines’ marketing (thus
sending signals to those attuned to the sustainability agenda without deterring others) as
well as niche and segment marketing; the marketing potential in linking skills, employability
and sustainability.
Another case study finding, and a finding from a further snapshot survey of UK
universities, is that many higher education institutions are beginning to question the
sustainability appropriateness, usefulness and costs of the traditional prospectus.
Approaches such as tailored-to-need and designed-to-demand printing are being
experimented with as are electronic and web-based forms of marketing. An artifact and
media analysis reveals that the University of Plymouth is lagging behind in these regards.
It is also failing to market its sustainability credentials in any coherent and thoroughgoing
manner, its leadership position in the field of sustainability in higher education
notwithstanding.
The study closes with a series of recommendations for sustainability marketing at the
University of Plymouth (pp.44 -6) and a methodological note.
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1.

Background

The University of Plymouth increasingly enjoys a national and international
reputation for its path finding approach to embedding sustainability within its
programs and operations. Awarded a Centre for Excellence in Teaching and
Learning - Education for Sustainable Development (CETL ESD) by the Higher
Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) in 2004, the work of the nownamed Centre for Sustainable Futures (CSF) has taken forward, on a variety of
fronts, the university‟s commitment to HEFCE to transform „the University of
Plymouth from an institution characterized by significant areas of excellence in
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) to an institution modeling
university-wide excellence‟ (Dyer & Selby, 2004, 1).
Through its buy-out of (so far) 38 academics representing 7 faculties and 13
schools, CSF, the only CETL dedicated to university-wide transformation towards
a sustainability ethic in England, has helped embed a sustainability agenda in
undergraduate and graduate curricula in many disciplines across the university.
It has also worked alongside Learning Facilities and other professional units in
further building sustainability into estates (buildings and landscaping), information
and library services, procurement practices, transport and travel arrangements,
and energy and waste disposal practices.
In policy terms, CSF has been responsible for orchestrating a „wide and deep‟
consultation on the University Sustainability Policy (University of Plymouth,
2007a), as approved by the Board of Governors in July 2007 and now attracting
attention across the higher education sector nationally and internationally for its
comprehensiveness and innovation. The consultation had the effect of raising the
profile of the sustainability agenda across the university (Selby et al.,
forthcoming). A Sustainability Strategic Plan (University of Plymouth, 2007b)
containing some 73 actions for the 2007-10 period, 38 led from elsewhere than
CSF, was also drawn up and approved in summer 2007, likewise following a
„wide and deep‟ consultation. Since the inception of CSF in June 2005, Centre
staff have also worked to ensure that sustainability is embedded in university
policies and plans as they come up for renewal: for instance, the Corporate Plan,
the Development Plan, the Learning and Teaching Policy, the Skills Plus Policy,
the Research and Innovation Policy.
In drawing up the Sustainability Strategic Action Plan, it was felt that advances in
the process of transforming the University along sustainability lines had reached
a degree of significance and impact in terms of both range and substance that it
was time to consider the issue of marketing the University‟s sustainability
credentials. After all, the University had come second in the 2007 People and
Planet Green League Table of UK Universities (People and Planet, 2007) and
Plymouth itself had come first and fourth in October 2007 green city surveys
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conducted by, respectively, the World Wide Fund for Nature (2007) and Forum
for the Future (2007).
Accordingly, two actions were included in the Sustainability Strategic Action Plan
– 7.9(1) and 7.9(2) – relating to marketing (University of Plymouth, 2007b). In
discussions with the then Director of Marketing and Communications in
December 2007, it was agreed that the Centre for Sustainable Futures would
trigger these actions by conducting a research and development project aimed at
identifying the means, potentials and cautions connected with marketing the
University‟s sustainability credentials.
The research and development questions identified for the project are as follows:
1. What does academic and professional data say about the recruitment and
retention benefits and/or disbenefits of branding a university as a
„sustainability university‟ or using a similar ethical branding?
2. How do intending applicants to the University of Plymouth respond to the
prospect of Plymouth branding itself a „sustainability university‟?
3. How do other universities, in the UK and elsewhere, project and brand
themselves according to sustainability goals and commitments, and to
what effect in terms of student and staff recruitment and retention?
4. What does an artifact/media analysis of the promotional/marketing
materials of sustainability-branded universities reveal?
5. What does an artifact/media analysis through a sustainability lens of
current University of Plymouth promotional/marketing materials (Marketing
Department and faculty-produced) reveal?
6. How could University of Plymouth marketing/promotional materials of
sufficient quality be produced more sustainably, and at the same or less
cost?
7. What development implications and recommendations follow from
questions 1-6 for the University of Plymouth?
In addressing the above questions it was determined to:
1. Conduct a review and analysis of academic and professional literature on
marketing the sustainability credentials of an academic institution.
2. Conduct a survey of prospective University of Plymouth applicants to
identify the importance and attractiveness to them of green or
sustainability branding.
3. Review and analyze sustainability branding and marketing approaches of
universities in the United Kingdom and United States, as well as lessons
learned regarding recruitment and retention, through semi-structured
interviews with marketing-related personnel from each institution.
4. Analyze paper-form, electronic and web-based sustainability-related
promotional materials from the same sample of universities, exploring text,
images and textual/image juxtapositions and synergies.
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5. Analyze paper-form, electronic and web-based promotional materials of
the University of Plymouth through a sustainability lens.
6. Conduct interviews with personnel attached to the University of Plymouth
Document Production Centre and other informed parties within the
university as well as document production personnel at sister institutions
to identify potential ways forward for the university to produce more
sustainable promotional materials.
The research work took place between December 2007 and March 2008, with
recommendations being fashioned in early April 2008.
2.

Review of Literature

A recent paper systematically reviewing the literature on higher education
marketing suggests that „HE marketing is incoherent, even inchoate and lacks
theoretical models that reflect upon the particular context of HE and the nature of
their service‟ (Hemsley-Brown & Oplatka, 2006, 318) while research into higher
education marketing „is still at a relatively pioneer stage with much research still
to be carried out from both a problem identification and strategic perspective‟
(ibid. 334). Its review of 15 empirical papers suggests, inter alia, that:







A substantial information gap exists between the choice factors important
to student consumers and the information provided by universities in their
print form communications (ibid., 325);
New, and lower ranking, universities might do better to re-position their
marketing rather than trying to adopt the image of „high stratified‟ higher
education institutions (ibid., 326);
As against transactional (price, place, promotion, product) marketing
models, relationship marketing (based on building an ongoing relationship
between customer and service provider) might be a more viable and ethos
compatible approach for university marketers in that „encouraging
students to be actively involved in school activities and improving or
maintaining a level of university prestige encouraged the formation and
development of a university identity, which in turn encouraged students to
engage in supportive behaviours in the future‟. Relational marketing, the
authors add, „promotes the involvement of students in the marketing and
image-building of their institutions‟ and goes beyond economic
justifications to encompass emotional satisfaction and shared ideals (ibid.,
328-9).
The power and flexibility of electronic databases was now allowing for
„segment profiling,‟ streamlining marketing practices behind multiple brand
differentiations (ibid., 330-1).
Universities may need to re-position themselves to attract successive
generations of students (ibid., 331) and to direct marketing efforts at
„developing longer-term institutional visions and missions that incorporated
marketing as an integral component of development plans‟ (ibid., 332).
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„The notion of branding,‟ the authors assert, „has barely made its mark in higher
education marketing‟ (ibid., 333).
Veloutsou et al (2004, 161-2) point out that there is still very limited data on the
kind of information applicants to UK universities require so as to enable them to
make an informed decision about where to study, a paucity of data that becomes
ever more acute given widening access and the consequent growing diversity of
needs, outlooks and perspectives. Reviewing existing literature, they identify six
attributes beyond information on the institution, its courses and overall academic
quality that research suggests prospective students require:







Reputation of the university
Location of the university and information on the geography of its
surroundings
Institutional infrastructure
Costs
Future career prospects and opportunities
Quality of life during their studies

Their empirical study of what information university candidates look for, based on
interviews and a questionnaire, identifies the three most important informational
requirements as: course to be studied (content and quality of the learning
experience), institutional (university and departmental) reputation, and campus
details. Also significant were information on career prospects (average earnings
of graduates and percentage of graduates employed within a year), suggesting
students are applying a cost/benefit approach to their decision-making, and
details of local social life (ibid., 165-7). The waters are muddied, the authors
maintain, by the increasingly heterogeneous nature of the student population in
the light of widening access initiatives (ibid., 168).
Literature on marketing the sustainability credentials of a university is even
thinner on the ground. A research report by Adam Cade, StudentForce for
Sustainability, commissioned by the Higher Education Academy (Cade, 2008),
explores the links between sustainability and employability, and carries
significant implications for student recruitment strategies of universities. Its
findings are based upon questionnaire surveys, structured interviews, focus
groups and workshops involving students, graduates, university career staff and
employers. Drawing on data indicating that the graduate job market is being
influenced by growing employer adherence to both sustainability and corporate
social responsibility agendas and citing evidence that for students the
environmental and socially responsibility of the prospective employer is „not the
main deciding factor‟ but a „differentiating‟ factor in choice of job, the report
concludes that, while higher education institutions are responding to the
sustainability agenda in terms of campus changes, curriculum development and
community partnerships, they are lagging behind in terms of giving prominence
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to sustainability competencies and careers (ibid., 3). While there were
differences in the weighting of importance given to sustainability amongst
students and graduates depending on gender, nationality, graduation year and
subjects studied, the overall findings suggest that students „are concerned about
their preparation for their employment provided by universities and believed that
sustainable development and corporate social responsibility (CSR) should be
taught more at universities‟ (ibid). Employers, for their part, actively considered
social and environmental ethics in their graduate recruitment, felt universities
should do more to prepare students in this regard including incorporating
interdisciplinary approaches into teaching about sustainability, and expressed the
need for graduate recruits possessing specific competencies that would enable
them to lend support to their organization‟s CSR initiatives (ibid., 3-4).
Marrying the findings of Veloutsou et al (2004) and Cade (2008), there would
seem to be potential for marketing the skills and career opportunities, and overall
professional advantage, arising from studying at a sustainability university. At
the University of Plymouth, the Skills Plus Policy (University of Plymouth, 2007c),
linked to Personal Development Planning (PDP), provides a potentially rich
marketing vein that marketing personnel might do well to tap.
The Forum for the Future/University and Colleges Admission Services (UCAS)
2006/7 Future Leaders Survey, more fully described in the next section, reports
as follows about the career intentions of prospective 2007 entry students:
Overall, 46% say that environmental considerations are important or very
important when deciding what organization to work for, and 42% say the
same when deciding what type of career to go into. These figures go up
dramatically for 20 and 21-year-old respondents to 52% and 50%
respectively (Forum for the Future/UCAS, 2007, 12).
The work of Hitchcock & Willard (2006) with regard to embedding sustainability in
corporate sector marketing carries significant implications for a university
intending to market its sustainability credentials. For them sustainability can
enhance the image and brand of an organization. Referring to the sustainability
branding of Honda and Toyota, they argue that sustainability can play a proactive
and energizing role for an organization, galvanizing the employees while building
a new loyalty in customers. „Sometimes,‟ they aver, „you have to go beyond what
your customers are asking for‟ (Hitchcock & Willard, 2006, 201). They identify
four important aspects to sustainability marketing:



Timing. Avoiding going public with a sustainability branding before there
are substantive developments on which to ground claims made.
Focus. Determining whether to attach the sustainability brand to all
products and lines or to a restricted number of products and lines (with the
danger of making non-encompassed lines „look bad in comparison‟).
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Target. Determining whether to target a particular segment of population
or to opt for broad scatter marketing.
Framing. Framing a raft of messages some of potentially wide appeal
and some enticing particular interest groups (ibid., 202-5).

These four aspects need to mesh with an institution‟s sense of the width and
depth of its actual and aspired to sustainability credentials. The literature on
sustainability in higher education offers multiple renditions of the sustainability
university. Velasquez et al (2005) offer „a comprehensive managerial model for
a sustainability university‟ (810) achieved through „a process of continual
improvement in environmental, social and economic performance that should be
made through incremental steps‟ (818). Key elements in the model include: a
sustainability vision, mission statement, a high level sustainability committee,
sustainability strategies, external networks and partnerships, a sustainability
audit. The implications for marketing are that the breadth and depth of the
outgoing (and internal) messaging should be finely tuned so that it reflects the
vision but is also finely calibrated so as to accord with the actual sustainability
performance at any point in time. Interestingly, Velasquez et al assert that none
of the 80 higher education institutions they researched around the world included
all elements of their comprehensive model (818), something that Plymouth has
the potential to do.
Other studies point to the „work in progress‟ nature of the sustainability university.
Adomssent et al (2007) emphasize sustainability as an ongoing process of
transition energized by interaction between levels and elements within an
institution:
As the quest for sustainable university development essentially revolves
around learning processes at various levels of the system, the diverse
relationships and interactions of these various dimensions among one
another play a central role, and one which is all too often neglected (389).
Beringer (2007) writes of the „dynamic, evolutionary nature‟ of best practice,
stating that „what constitutes sustainability within higher education is a moving
target; the transpired categories of practice are signposts at a given point in time,
for one part of the world‟ (454). That said, he identifies the following key elements
in the sustainability university:




Has adopted sustainability as a major guiding principle, championed by
senior administration (the principle being manifest through, inter alia, a
strategy, sustainability-oriented multi-stakeholder committees; dedicated
academic and professional staff, regular sustainability auditing and
reporting)
Has a sustainability-related research centre or institute;
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Offers sustainability-related and sustainability-infused undergraduate,
graduate and doctoral studies, each with a significant interdisciplinary
element
Has one or more sustainability-related student groups
Develops a green campus
Has external sustainability-related educational outreach
Provides faculty and staff development in sustainability

The above studies offer, on the one hand, checklists of key dimensions of the
sustainability university while at the same time speaking of emergence and
transition, an ever-unfolding picture. It is noteworthy that marketing per se fails
to figure in any checklist (although internal and external communication features)
and that the potential role of marketing personnel in contributing to the process of
change, on the one hand, and projecting and, hence, confirming, achievements
emerging from that process, on the other, is not considered. The role of a
marketing department in developing shared understandings through effective
internal marketing is, likewise, not addressed. While pointing to „a lack of
empirical evidence with respect to sustainability communication in higher
education institutions,‟ Franz-Balsen and Heinrichs (2007, 403), argue that the
robust sustainability university has „an open way of managing sustainability
communication‟ (433), a point picked up in the emphasis on internal marketing in
several of the case studies below (see pp. 11-34).
3.

Student Surveys

There is a paucity of surveys of whether a university‟s sustainability credentials
matter to prospective students.
In conjunction with Forum for the Future, the leading UK sustainability charity, the
Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) published Future Leaders
Surveys for 2006/7 and 2007/8 to ascertain what those applying to universities
and colleges in 2006 and 2007 respectively thought about the future, themselves
and their prospects.
54, 240 „future leaders‟, i.e. intending applicants to UK universities and located in
the UK, responded to the 2006 on-line survey (Forum for the Future/UCAS,
2007, 2). This constituted a response rate of just over 23%. Asked what the
world would be like in 2031, 78% felt that climate change will make their lives a
little or a lot worse, 66% expect oil to have run out, 52% anticipate a war will
have been fought over access to water, 80% expect global inequalities to have
widened while, according to a number yardsticks, respondents expected a more
technologically advanced world (ibid., 4-5). 85% believed human civilization will
survive into the next century but 76% felt that lifestyles needed to radically
change for this to happen (ibid., 6-7). Compared to their parents, respondents
expected that they would be: more materialistic (65%), more concerned about
the environment (55%), and more worried about the future (42%) (ibid., 8-9).
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The survey reveals „stark differences in behaviour between men and women,‟
with 55% of men but only 39% of women thinking that human civilization will
survive into the next century, and 70% of men compared with 82% of women
believing that radical or substantive change will need to take place to ensure
survival.
Respondents to the 2006 survey were asked how important was a sustainable
development focus in university course choice. Sustainable development was
held to be important in greater proportion among applicants to: architecture,
building and planning (74%), social studies (64%), education (62%) and
engineering (61%). It was least important for historians and philosophers
(37%), language and literature applicants (32%) and linguists, classics and
religious studies applicants (31%). 45% of those intending to study architecture,
building and planning, education, and social sciences reported that a university
or college having a „good track record on sustainable development was important
or very important in choosing where to study‟ (ibid.,16-17).
Over 25, 301 intending students at UK universities located in the UK and
elsewhere responded to a similar but by no means identical 2007 on-line survey
(response rate: 7%). The survey „paints a picture of a generation that is
intensely aware of the big challenges facing the planet and eager to see broader
social and political change, but which is less willing to adapt individual personal
behaviour‟ (Forum for the Future/UCAS, 2008, 3). 84% of respondents think
human civilization will survive another century with 78% holding that survival
prospects need radical or substantive lifestyle change. Respondents expect
that, by 2032, oil will be in short supply and prohibitively expensive (89%),
anthropogenic climate change will be impinging on their life (84%) and global
inequality will have grown (75%) (ibid.,4-5). 86% support the idea that material
consumption must be reduced (ibid., 8) and 40% believe that society would
benefit from less flying (ibid., 9). Reflecting paradoxes and contradictions in
society at large, such ethical stances are not matched by aspirations; 82%
wanting to visit exotic places before they disappear and only 16% expecting to
avoid air travel for environmental reasons in the next ten years.
The 2006 question concerning the importance of a sustainable development
focus in course content and in university environmental performance was not
repeated in the 2007 survey. In its place respondents were asked to identify
which of twelve factors were „very important‟ in choosing a university or college.
The conclusion drawn is that „reputation is still king‟ with highest scores being
given to quality of teaching (54%), reputation of the course (44%), reputation of
the university/college (43%), position of course in league tables (23%) and
position of university in league tables (23%). „How seriously the university or
college takes environmental issues‟ was held to be an important factor in choice
of institution by a mere 5%, a figure to be set against attractiveness of location
(25%) and nightlife (8%). These findings more or less echo findings from earlier
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research into university choice indicating that students choose their university on
the basis of programme, price, place and prominence (Maringe, 2006).
Muddying the waters somewhat, however, is, first, the growing prominence of
national league tables and other forms of recognition for environmental and
sustainability performance (which respondents may or may not have had in mind
in placing some importance on league table positions) and, second, the reticence
of higher education institutions to profile their sustainability adherence and
performance. A third of all respondents reported they had received no
information from their chosen institution on its environmental policies and
performance and 42% expressed that they would like to be given more
information.
Student priorities and some of the paradoxes and contradictions elicited by
2007/8 Forum for the Future/UCAS survey are broadly echoed in a small-sample
December 2007 survey of year 12 and 13 students conducted by the Market
Research Manager of the University of Plymouth Department of Marketing and
Communications on behalf of the Centre for Sustainable Futures (Burton, 2007).
The questionnaire, which was devised by CSF researchers, was administered to
students in six schools in the South West of England. There were 64 responses
in all.
56% of respondents agreed that the ability to support and promote sustainability
in their future chosen career mattered to them and 67% valued the ability to lead
a sustainability-friendly lifestyle (Burton, 2007, 4-5). For 52% the University of
Plymouth would rank higher in their choice of university if they were to learn that
it was a „sustainability university‟, a figure not replicated were it to project itself as
a „green university‟ or „eco-university‟ (56% indicating that neither epithet would
encourage them to give the university a higher ranking). However, when set
against other factors influencing university choice, environmental and
sustainability commitments on the part of the university were the least likely to be
factors in their decision making. Using a ranking of 10 (highest) to 1 (lowest), a
commitment to listening to the student voice (8.38), frequent active learning
(7.61), extra-curricular activities (7.56), frequent off-campus learning (7.52), links
to industry (7.24), the university research reputation (7.05) and international links
(6.5) all came in higher than a university commitment to „reduce, reuse, recycle‟
(6.08), to tackling global warming (5.64) and to sustainability (5.42) (Ibid.,17).
Their sense of the importance of sustainability in their lives outside of and
beyond university notwithstanding, the majority of respondents reiterated their
lack of interest in the sustainability credentials of the university when over half
(52%) reported that they would not be interested in a course at the University of
Plymouth that challenged them with sustainability issues; when 55% reported
that they were indifferent to whether their course had a smaller carbon footprint
or included international travel; when 53% stated that it was not important to
them whether they could buy locally sourced, organic food on campus; when
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82% reported that the university‟s commitment to reduce energy consumption
and chemical use would not make a difference to their choice of university; when
70% of respondents said that it would not make Plymouth a more attractive
choice if they know that all new buildings would be built to the highest
sustainability standard; when 53.1% said it would not influence their
consideration of Plymouth that it is working towards being a carbon neutral
university (Ibid., 5, 28, 33, 36, 37, 38, 39). On the other hand, for 57% Plymouth
was judged more appealing in that the university is working to minimize waste
production while 72% said that they would be attracted to study at a university
which values partnerships with communities and local schools to create more
sustainable lifestyles (ibid., 40-1).
Although a university‟s sustainability credentials are clearly a secondary factor in
university choice amongst current cohorts of prospective students, the obverse
side of these figures points to a substantial minority for whom such credentials
are of some significance, perhaps a tipping or differentiating factor all things
being equal between two institutions. 48.4% would be interested in being
challenged by sustainability issues within their chosen course; 14% would
choose a course with a small carbon footprint; 46.9% said that the availability of
locally sourced, organic food mattered to them; for 18.8% a university‟s
commitment to energy and chemical use reduction would make a difference in
their choice of institution; 29.7% said that if they knew that all new Plymouth
University buildings were built to the highest sustainability standard then that
would increase the likelihood of their choosing Plymouth; 46.9% said it mattered
that Plymouth was working towards becoming carbon neutral. Such significant
minorities would seem to speak, in marketing terms, to „segment profiling‟ (p.3) or
the „subtle messaging‟ of Ithaca College (pp. 22-5) which, whilst acknowledging
the low level of sustainability interest amongst many students and avoiding being
heavy-handed, recognizes the recruitment potential of signaling to a committed
and active „sustainability‟ minority that the College is the place to come.
A finding of both the 2006/7 Forum for the Future/UCAS Future Leaders survey
and the Plymouth survey is that females are more sustainability-attuned than
males (Forum for the Future/UCAS, 2007, 15; Burton, 2007, 11), the Plymouth
survey making clear that the sustainability credentials of a university matter
somewhat more to females than males in terms of their choice of where to study.
Females prefer the term „sustainability university‟ to males (Burton, 2007, 14);
females are slightly more likely to want the challenge of sustainability within their
courses (ibid., 28); almost double the number of males want international travel
in their course (ibid., 33); more females (53%) than males (40%) think the
availability of locally sourced, organic food on campus is important; more females
(53%) are attracted by the idea of Plymouth seeking to achieve carbon neutrality
than males (40%). Some „technical‟ aspects of a university‟s sustainability
credentials, such as energy consumption reduction and sustainable buildings,
reduce the gap between males and females while still leaving the females taking
a slightly more pro-sustainability position (ibid., 37-8) but, interestingly, knowing

10

that Plymouth is minimizing its waste production makes the university more
appealing to 67% of females as against 43% of males.
These findings accord with the conclusions of Schultz et al (2001):
Empirical findings of gender differences within environmental socioeconomic research demonstrate that women show different environmental
concerns, more awareness, more skepticism towards technology and
more environmentally friendly behaviour because their specific situation
and motivations tend to enable the acceptance of strategies for
sustainability (133).
They also synchronize with a key finding in Kagawa‟s (2007) survey of
perceptions of sustainable development and sustainability among students at the
University of Plymouth: that while male students preponderantly favour
technological solutions for achieving a better future, females tend to prefer a
decentralized, small scale approach. The implications of gender differentials in
perceptions of and responses to sustainability need to be thought through in
developing and finessing institutional marketing of sustainability credentials.
Survey findings, then, suggest that institutional sustainability credentials are
presently of secondary importance for students in choosing where to study but
are of differential importance to a significant majority. In weighing the findings in
the balance, those responsible for marketing need to reflect upon the impact new
Key Stage 3 and 4 sustainability and climate change school curricula will have on
the perceptions and perspectives of future cohorts of applicants. They should
also recall Hitchcock and Willard‟s (2006, 201) insight that „sometimes you have
to go beyond what your customers are asking for‟. It is important to anticipate
and be ready to ride emerging trends that current students are only just
discerning and are only articulating in a limited or hesitant way. A sustainability
commitment and branding by a business or university may additionally have the
potential to galvanize staff, bring fresh energy and purpose to an institution, and
thereby attract more and better qualified personnel with consequent heightened
recruitment potential.
4. Sustainability Marketing and Branding at UK and US Higher Education
Institutions
Introduction
In this section the sustainability marketing and branding approaches of five
universities in the United Kingdom and four colleges/universities in the United
States of America are reviewed, drawing upon interviews with marketing-related
personnel and analysis of paper-form, electronic and web-based sustainability
materials. The UK universities are: the University of Bradford (Ecoversity),
Durham University, the University of Gloucestershire, Leeds University and
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Oxford Brookes University. The US universities and colleges are: the College of
the Atlantic, Ithaca College, St. Lawrence University, Northland College. Each
institution was chosen because it prominently features its sustainability
credentials in its electronic and/or paper-form marketing and promotional
materials.
UK Case Study 1: The University of Bradford (Ecoversity)
Bradford Institute of Technology, founded in 1882, became the University of
Bradford in1966. Located in the north of England, the city of Bradford is among
the ten largest cities in the U.K. Well-known for its multicultural heritage and
ethos, it was named Britain‟s „greenest city‟ by the Sustainable Cities Index in
2007 (University of Bradford 2008c).
The university mission, „Making Knowledge Work,‟ seeks to capture its intention
of being „a forward-thinking, modern and student-oriented university with thriving
and vibrant student communities.‟ It expresses a strong commitment to
„confronting inequality and celebrating diversity‟ (University of Bradford, 2008a).
(With three campuses all located within the city of Bradford, it has six academic
schools (Design Technology, Engineering; Health Studies; Informatics; Life
Sciences; Lifelong Education and Development; Social and International
Studies). The university itself enjoys a multicultural learning environment with
over 8, 500 undergraduate and 1, 500 graduate students from very diverse
backgrounds, faiths, nationalities and age groups. It employs around 2, 000 fulltime and 1, 300 part-time staff.
The University‟s commitment to sustainable development has recently been
underlined by its 2006 achievement of Fairtrade status and the launch of a new
Ecoversity Programme in 2005. The Ecoversity aims at „embed[ing] the principles
and practice of sustainable development across the entire institution by getting
people involved, taking the lead on issues, and encouraging and making it easier
for people to adopt sustainable behaviours and lifestyles‟ (University of Bradford,
2008c).
Peter Hopkinson, the Director of Education for Sustainable Development at
Bradford explains that data gathered over years from prospective students at
Open Days revealed a general disappointment with the physical campus.
Therefore, initially, Ecoversity was focussed on the immediate task of improving
the physical nature of the campus and student environment, whilst at the same
time preparing the groundwork for campus developments to be linked to
curricular innovation and student well-being.
He explains that the vision of Ecoversity „captured the imagination and
commitment of senior management, in particular the previous Vice Chancellor‟
from the outset of the initiative.
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This initiative, which has always been strong on vision and aspiration, has gone
through certain learning curves in terms of its marketing strategy, as well as
undergoing a recent fundamental shift concerning where and how the initiative
sits within the institution. One reflection is that early stage marketing activity
around the dissemination of Ecoversity was, in retrospect, overly enthusiastic
and therefore created expectations that were not only ambitiously high but at
times „ridiculously so‟. However, for the past 12 months there has been a
significant amount of activity that has closed the gap between vision and reality.
In terms of change, the arrival of a new Vice-Chancellor in July 2007, strongly
supportive of Ecoversity, brought about „a dramatic change‟ especially in „the way
the university operates and sees itself‟ (Director, Education for Sustainable
Development). The appointment of the Pro Vice Chancellor for Learning and
Teaching as the head of Ecoversity led to an immediate shift in the Ecoversity
marketing message. The Director of Education for Sustainable Development
explains:
Its not that we should cut the marketing and outward facing altogether but
what we need to make clear is that we are not there yet. In fact, that‟s the
point: the message is in part about celebrating the commitment to change,
in part about how we are finding the journey, as well as flagging up the
concrete positive changes that are definitely being brought about, of course.
Having started from such a low base, an aspect of seeking to become a
beacon is to consciously untangle the journey, fold the learning back in,
share the lessons – because that‟s what‟s most useful to the sector. And
that is the message going out internally and externally and I think it is the
right one because that‟s the reality of what we‟re doing.
When you raise too many expectations too soon, and perhaps over focus on
one aspect of what sustainable development might mean, the danger is that
the marketing machine can go into overdrive and you end up with an
unhelpful version of what you supposedly are. We‟ve struggled a bit with
the legacy that past marketing tendencies unintentionally left us with, but as
a consequence have become much more thoughtful.
Secondly, a greater emphasis has latterly been put on developing internal
marketing strategies and using communication mechanisms creatively.
Ecoversity‟s earliest experiences were that of failing to exploit internal
opportunities for marketing the initiative and so contributing to a build up of
cynicism, skepticism and disaffection due to lack of available and up to date
information. The Director of Education for Sustainable Development thinks that
„more appropriate and fit-for-purpose marketing opportunities can and do arise
from actually engaging with change processes. An example might be the
development of the Peace Garden project: rather than just an estates led
landscape project, we have been trying to use the development of the garden
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and its existence as a mechanism for raising awareness of, and engagement
with, Ecoversity.‟
Difficulties experienced in marketing and messaging around Ecoversity,
notwithstanding, positive and important changes have emerged. A crucial
development has been a successful funding bid to the Higher Education Funding
Council for England (HEFCE) for £3M to develop formal and informal curricula
innovations around sustainable development. A second development has been
the provision of strong managerial support for those working on ESD at the
university. A third has been the development of more consultative decisionmaking structures. The Director of Education for Sustainable Development
reports that „we have just issued our first Ecoversity newspaper which, rather
than a corporate style publication, has been designed with the purpose of
developing a two-way conversation with the staff and students around
Ecoversity.‟ Fourthly, Ecoversity has acted as a proactive catalyst for overall
cultural change in terms of the modus operandi and ethos within the university.
Contemporaneous with and designed to underpin the above has been the
appointment of two researchers whose brief includes the systematic
development of research programmes to explore engagement with Ecoversity as
well as impact on the student experience. Impact data that emerges along
these lines will be primarily qualitative, and will enrich the more quantitative
measures of outputs that are also in place such as the monitoring of recruitment
and retention figures that are attributable to the Ecoversity as well as the full
range of Key Performance Indicators that are in place for Education for
Sustainable Development.
Ecoversity‟s increasing emphasis on demonstrating a solid, everyday
commitment to sustainable development has led to improvements in the
production of the annual prospectus. There is increasing insistence on using
electronic media and recycled paper in paper-form promotional materials. The
2009 undergraduate and graduate prospectuses include clear statements that
recycled paper and water-based and vegetable-based ink have been employed
in their production. People are even beginning to ask more fundamental
questions about why print brochures in the first place.
The Director of Education for Sustainable Development‟s advice for universities
and colleges wishing to market their sustainability credentials is to take a „very
cautious, thoughtful approach, to review regularly and always make room for
organic development‟. A checklist might look something like:


What are you going to market? If it is aspirational, can you subsequently
live up to it? If it is to celebrate an achievement, what‟s your evidence
base?
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Underlying messages should have long enough shelf lives: you may want
an overall message that allows room for substantial changes of foci in
terms of local projects.
Have you conducted a risk assessment in terms of getting the marketing
wrong? This can be useful when trying to get it right, as you learn what
to avoid.
Be honest about failures without over-selling them. Do enough reflection
to see the learning curves in all „mistakes‟. Market them externally as
recommendations, internally as evidence of reflective and consultative
management.
Exploit all sources of data that tell you something is changing for the better
without losing transparency as to the method of data collection and size of
effect.

When sustainability means a comprehensive process of change, as it does at
Bradford, internal and external marketing messages need to be backed by
demonstrating the vision of sustainability step by step, hence, the need to „walk
the talk‟.
UK Case Study 2: Durham University
Situated in North East England Durham University occupies two locations: the
city of Durham and Queen‟s Campus in the town of Stockton-on-Tees. The
University was founded in 1832 and developed in the cities of Durham and
Newcastle until 1963 when the University of Newcastle upon Tyne was
established. The University has three faculties: Arts and Humanities, Science,
and Social Science and Health. There are over 15, 000 students on the Durham
campus, the undergraduate population totaling over 11, 500 with over 3, 500
engaged in postgraduate study. The University employs just over 2, 400 staff.
Adam Brown, the Marketing Manger at the University considers it important that
prospective students see that the University is aware of its environmental
responsibilities, and believes that this forms an additional factor in helping
potential students to choose Durham. On the main University website (Durham
University 2008) the „Environment and Sustainability‟ page can be easily
accessed. It highlights the use of 100% renewable energy, the yearly increase in
proportion of waste recycled, environmental and ethical procurement, and the
Sustainable Living Action Group, a student led initiative.
The University provides an online personalized PDF version of the prospectus for
students to download: „Your Prospectus: Create Your Prospectus - Durham
University.‟ This personalized prospectus is held online to re-access for 7 days.
The Marketing Manager thinks that this is a better approach since individual
students can decide whether they want to/need to print it off for their own use or
read it on-screen. He also highlights that they produce a „mini prospectus‟ (24
pages) that they use at recruitment events, instead of the full prospectus (216
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pages), that drives students online to „Your Prospectus‟. The website has quite a
corporate look with frugal use of photographs. The gender and ethnicity
diversity of the student population is well represented within the images used but
there is no representation of mature students and those with disabilities.
The promotion of sustainability is something that „we have been looking at for a
long time, over a number of years,‟ says the Marketing Manager. He highlights
the issue of recycling used cooking oils at the university linked with bio-fuel use
as an example. Emphasizing the importance of linking the external marketing of
an institution‟s sustainability credentials with changing the culture of an institution
through effective internal communication to that end, he adds:
With many universities and colleges it is an evolving process. It is
something that is happening over a number of years. There needs to be a
certain amount of internal communication to get people involved. Because
not only is it about demand, i.e. people requiring us to enter into
sustainable activity, we have to make sure that people actually engage
with it internally and then make it part of the culture.
The impact that promoting the university‟s sustainability credentials has had on
the recruitment and retention of students and staff has not yet been formally
measured („too early to say at this stage‟). Nonetheless, offering and
communicating a clear commitment on the direction the university is moving with
regard to sustainability is considered as motivational for students: „…they are
actually more likely to get involved if they know that the institution has a positive
attitude towards [sustainability].‟
The promotion of sustainability credentials at Durham is at present more focused
on internal rather than external promotion. There is evidence that the university is
embracing ways and means to reduce its impact on the environment through
recycling, exploring greener energy sources and changes in prospectus
production practices. The university recognizes its „environmental responsibilities‟
as an institution rather than being led by a vision and mission grounded in
notions of sustainability.
UK Case Study 3: The University of Gloucestershire
The University of Gloucestershire is a reasonably small UK university with some
10, 000 students, 600 of whom are postgraduate, and over 1, 000 members of
staff. It is situated across four campuses: three are located in the spa town of
Cheltenham and a fourth in Gloucester. The county of Gloucestershire is situated
in South West England and is a relatively rural area of the country. Students
have the chance to study across campuses that are very different in look and
feel, a free bus service operating between them. Gloucestershire University is
one of eight Christian foundation universities in the UK, Jill Sturt, the Head of
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Marketing and Communications linking this to the university‟s motivations for
sustainability:
We have taken an ethical stance on many things over the years, but since
the nineties we have bought green electricity. We were the first English
university to obtain ISO 14001. We have got Fairtrade status. We bank
ethically. We have ethical investments. And as such, we thought taking
sustainability out as far as we can into the way we do business and into
the curriculum was the logical next step.
The 2008/9 prospectus marks a clear move to market the university‟s
sustainability credentials. The small square prospectus has a manila card cover
and comes in a thin plastic envelope notifying the recipient that it is
biodegradable. The prospectus is printed by Belmont Press, a UK based
company with ISO 14001 accreditation. Throughout the prospectus an *S symbol
is used to highlight „sustainable facts‟ communicating information on, for
instance, student placement opportunities, volunteering, bicycle schemes and the
Centre for Active Learning (designed to foster active styles of learning) the
Centre is built to very high environmental standards in terms of energy efficiency,
water use, heating, cooling and lighting).
The evaluation feedback on the University of Gloucestershire 2009 Prospectus
became available internally in April 2008. Participating, mainly year 12,
students generally think positively about the use of the recycled paper in the
prospectus. The majority of students (45 out of 52 in the sample) think it a good
thing that the University of Gloucestershire has positioned itself as a „green‟
university (University of Gloucestershire 2008d).
The Head of Marketing and Communications questions the very production of
paper-form marketing materials:
And one of the things that we are trying to drive through as an area, as a
unit, is to get people to question whether they should even be producing
this collateral in the first place.
In the prospectus the use of photographs are carefully limited to full page images
rather than appearing on every page, thereby reducing ink use in the production
process. The degree course catalogue section, which dominates so many UK
University prospectuses, is organized by degree programme area, avoiding
additional pages with duplicate information on each degree course. These pages
are uncluttered and printed in two colours, thereby further contributing to a
reduction in ink used in the printing process.
On the University website (University of Gloucestershire, 2008a) the institution‟s
sustainability credentials figure among the 13 reasons to choose the university.
The free bus service and commitment to sustainable transport is number 4 in the
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list whilst „going green‟ comes in at number 13. Reason 8 on the list refers to
„values‟, with a statement including the line „Founded on Christian values, the
University welcomes students from all religious faiths and none.‟, and closing
with „University staff are here to help, no matter what issues you face.‟
Throughout the website there is commendable diversity in terms of gender,
ethnicity and age of students represented.
From her experiences at Gloucestershire University, the Head of Marketing and
Communications offers the following advice to any institution wishing to market
its sustainability credentials, emphasizing both the necessary commitment of the
institution and the importance of internal marketing and communication within the
institution.
I think you have got to believe it and I think you have got to want to do it
because it is a good thing to be doing, rather than think, how is this going
to get me anything quickly to sell us. You have got to really, really believe
it. And I think you have got to get by and across the whole organization.
In the case of the University of Gloucestershire the decision to market its
sustainability credentials can be seen as a modern day expression of a founding
philosophy, involving ethical and environmental decision making and moving to
address issues of sustainability in its curriculum development.
UK Case Study 4: Leeds University
Leeds University, situated in the north of England, has some 8,000 staff and
some 30,500 undergraduate and postgraduate students (with an additional
31,380 students on short courses).
In its „About the University‟ website, there is a page with the title „Environmental
Management‟ (University of Leeds, 2008b) in which the University „recognizes
the importance of the environment‟ and lays out its environmental management
credentials in the areas of carbon reduction, energy and water, transport, waste
management and recycling, fair-trade and sustainable purchasing. The page
has a hyperlink through to a Green Guide Towards Sustainable Living in Leeds
(University of Leeds, 2008c) for students. One page (p.26) in the Guide is
devoted to answering the question „How Green is the University?‟ The
emphasis on the page again focuses on environmental management while also
flagging the sustainability orientation of much academic research at the
University. The February 2006 University Environmental Policy, also hyperlinked
from the „Environmental Management‟ page, similarly focuses on campus
environmental impacts and their management, embracing learning only in terms
of awareness raising about impacts. There are hyperlinks on the page to
specific University academic units and programmes with an environmental focus.
Ranked the top university in the region for its environmental management
performance by Business in the Environment, Leeds won the 2006 Green Gown
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Award for waste management (HEEPI, 2008a) and the 2007 Continuous
Improvement Award (HEEPI , 2008b). The University has some thirty staff
dedicated to environmental management. Clearly, for Leeds, sustainability is
synonymous with environment.
According to Helen Clapham, the Head of Student Recruitment and Marketing,
although Leeds has made considerable efforts in terms of environmental
management, sustainable procurement and transport, there have been no
concerted efforts to embed sustainability more widely, nor, correlatively, to
promote a wider range of sustainability credentials. „It is not,‟ she says, „within the
DNA of the organization yet.‟ Internal promotion of sustainability has been
restricted to poster campaigns urging more sustainable behaviours.
There is, though, more than a premonition that the promotion of the University‟s
environmental management performance and achievements needs further
honing, given the importance new generations of students are attaching to the
issue. While the university is unlikely to adopt a more comprehensive approach
to addressing the sustainability agenda, the Head of Student Recruitment and
Marketing is aware that, unless rising student expectations in this area are seen
to be met, there could be an adverse impact on recruitment:
I think what will happen is that particularly with students we are trying to
attract who are becoming increasingly sustainability aware, that it will be
an expectation that we meet various standards and meet an obligation. I
don‟t think it will be a point of differentiation for us. I think it will just
become an expectation that you are doing these things. I think some
institutions are planning to be the first really sustainable institution and this
is how they are positioning themselves. And I don‟t think we will go down
that route. That is not where our strengths lie. But I think increasingly if
you can‟t answer questions about your carbon footprint, recycling, etc.,
you may lose students in the future because universities are funded by
taxpayers and are about tackling global problems, one of which is climate
change. We do have a strong responsibility there.
Marketing sustainability or corporate social responsibility credentials, even where
the agenda is professedly less than comprehensive, requires a backcloth of
genuine good practice and achievement. „When it comes to marketing, you
need to absolutely authentic because people will find you out‟ (Helen Clapham).
UK Case Study 5: Oxford Brookes University
Oxford Brookes University, set in southern England with over 18,000 students
and some 2,500 staff, commits „to making sure the University is an
environmentally sustainable and ethical place to live and work‟ (Oxford Brookes
University 2007b, 25). In the 2007 People and Planet Green League Table of
UK Universities (People and Planet, 2007), Oxford Brookes was placed fifth.
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The University was the first UK higher education institution to achieve Fairtrade
status. According to the University‟s Environmental Coordinator, „we have put a
lot of effort into sustainability and we have achieved a lot‟.
These sustainability credentials are represented in the University prospectus in a
one-page section with the title „Our environment‟. Sustainability initiatives
canvassed on the page include the University‟s city centre to campus bus
service, a project with the Carbon Trust to calculate and reduce carbon
emissions, the production of 20% of energy requirements through on-site energy
production, environmentally sustainable campus redevelopment, recycling
schemes, planting projects, a solar heated swimming pool and the derivation of
100% of energy from renewable sources (Oxford Brookes University, 2007b, 25).
There is no reference on the page to a curricular dimension to the University‟s
sustainability endeavours.
So far, the University has not gone forward with embedding its sustainability
credentials more widely and deeply within its marketing materials. According to
the Environment Coordinator, there is no structure or process in place for
environmental marketing and no tools in place to monitor and assess the impact
on recruitment and retention of promoting the University‟s sustainability track
record. Should the University begin to promote its sustainability record in a
more thoroughgoing way, she says, it would be important to be able to verify all
claims made. „If you are shouting about it you need to make sure you can back
it up.‟
US Case Study 1: The College of the Atlantic
The College of the Atlantic (COA) is a small liberal arts college of some 325
students and 30 faculty situated on an island off the coast of Maine, half of which
falls within the Acadia National Park. The College mission statement concerns
enriching the liberal arts tradition with a „human ecological perspective‟ focusing
on human beings within their social and natural communities.
Opening in 1969, COA‟s engagement with environmental studies was woven into
its founding philosophy. According to Sarah Baker, the Dean of Admissions,
more recently the College had become complacent in its promotion of its
environmental credentials. „We didn‟t have to do much in order to secure that
identity,‟ she says, „but as we saw other schools starting to revamp everything
from serving organic food in their dining halls and changing their practices on
what paper they used for publications and checking their curricula, we
recognized that we needed to make some leaps forward if we were going to stay
at the front‟. Some of the complacency, she acknowledges, was a sub-text of a
desire to mainstream the College, playing down the „hippy and crunchy‟ image to
attract a broader range of students.
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The growing „competition for that market interested in environmentalism‟ brought
about a sea change. Sustainability became a key message, included in the
College President‟s speeches to different constituencies and folded into press
releases and recruitment sections of the website. In the Dean of Admissions‟
view, a potentially powerful marketing tool is the College Viewbook, reviewed and
overhauled every three years, and currently undergoing a radical reorientation:
We are actually doing an issue-centered Viewbook. We are not treating
it as a „here is our beautiful library, here are our happy students sitting
under a pretty tree having fun‟, that sort of thing. Instead, we are working
on picking out half a dozen issues – things like poverty, hunger, suburban
and urban sprawl, water rights, and preservation of biodiversity. Picking
some key issues and using those as a launch pad for telling the story of
COA and using examples of student projects, from courses on campus
and things our alumni are doing in those fields. It is really saying there is
some stuff that is happening out there that is not good and we are
addressing that, we are not flinching away from that. Here is the very
real way we are impacting that. …To try to be in some ways more realistic
and less glossy.
The Viewbook is, perhaps, the flagship development in efforts to promote the
College‟s sustainability credentials by adopting a distinctive slant. It was early
recognized that marketing distinctiveness would only work were there actually
distinctive features in the College‟s sustainability efforts to draw upon. As the
Dean of Admissions puts it: „we have to make sure that we are always at the
forefront and that we are always articulating the fact that we are at the forefront‟.
In this regard, the College has proved very imaginative. New courses have
been brought in with an accent upon community development and practical and
marketable skills for sustainability. These include a Practical Activism course.
A Director of Sustainability was hired who has headed up much-vaunted Dark
Skies (reducing lighting on campus) and net-zero carbon emission initiatives.
New student housing, built to high sustainability standards, and co-designed by
students and staff, is soon to open. An island organic farm staffed by students
and alumni is linked to the College and brings students and youth on the island
into working contact. A student-led community light bulb exchange, subsidized
by the State of Maine, looks set to make the island an exclusively compact
florescent light community within eighteen months.
The College‟s embrace and promotion of such initiatives, formal and informal,
has, in the view of the Dean of Admissions, led to „more applications and
applications from stronger students‟ (a shift in the last ten years from 25% to 50%
of students being of the „top grade‟). News stories have been particularly
important in exciting the interest of prospective students. The December 2007
announcement that the College had reached net-zero carbon emissions led to
25% more hits on the recruitment website. A pronounced sustainability ethic
has also led to heightened competition for academic jobs and improved staff
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retention at the College even though salaries are $5,000-10,000 lower than at
major state universities.
Key to marketing, it appears, has been, first, the projecting of the College as a
place where rhetoric is matched by concrete developments, „that has principles
that walk the walk instead of just talk the talk‟ (Dean of Admissions). Second, it
has been very important to be able to convey to prospective students and staff
that the College is a community that has a solid record of sustainability action
(„hard facts and examples at the ready‟). For this latter reason, an institution
needs „a year or two of examining and changing practices before you can really
trot out that label of “we are a sustainable institution”‟ (Dean of Admissions).
Promotional materials - that address economic and social and well as
environmental dimensions of sustainability - include an attractively designed and
well-illustrated prospectus (with more „active people‟ images than „nature‟
images), and a dull but fairly standard course catalogue. All materials are
produced on recycled and chlorine free paper. The shift, according to the Dean
of Admissions, is towards Internet and e form promotion and recruitment, another
means of projecting the College „walking the walk‟.
US Case Study 2: Ithaca College
Ithaca College, situated in Ithaca, New York State, describes itself as a „liberal
arts and professional preparation college‟. Founded in 1892 as a music college,
it has some 6,000 undergraduate and 400 graduate students with 460 full-time
and 210 part-time faculty members. There are five academic schools (Business,
Communications, Health Science and Human Performance, Humanities and
Sciences, and Music).
According to Marian Brown, the Special Assistant to the Provost, Ithaca‟s
marketing of its sustainability credentials has been a „back-handed‟ approach.
Over a number of years there had been „a grassroots effort to get sustainability
embedded in the College fabric and have it embraced as a core institutional
value‟. The accumulating effect of initiatives in the curriculum, community and
operations spheres had led the College Marketing/Communications Group to sit
up and take note. „Our Marketing Group is catching up with us, so we are
beginning to see, in the last two years, more marketing pieces beginning to
infuse more sustainability messaging into recruitment for new students.‟ The
approach remains, however, „a little scattershot … it is not cohesive and it is not
yet strongly under-girded, and the messaging is not consistent throughout‟. The
Assistant to the Provost identifies both differences in perceptions of the
relevance of sustainability between schools and insufficient central capacity for
supporting departmental prospectus and website development as obstacles in
this regard.
For the Marketing/Communications Group:
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Sustainability presents an evocative image, what we call a BHAG („a Big
Hairy Audacious Goal‟), a larger vision. Sustainability is very inspirational
and aspirational for students and faculty. Our development people really
like that kind of idea, something beyond the College that is great to hang
marketing efforts on (Special Assistant to the Provost).
The attractiveness of the big vision notwithstanding, the question follows of how
to concretely embed sustainability within the marketing strategy. Here Ithaca
has come up with a range of noteworthy approaches.
First, acknowledging that recipients of the College‟s recruitment materials have
varying levels of interest in and commitment to sustainability, the College has
lighted upon what the Special Assistant to the Provost calls a subtle messaging
approach:
It is a matter of how to incorporate sustainability themes but not
overwhelm the marketing pieces. … How can the messaging be very
subtly reinforced throughout the media so if they are looking for it, they
can see it? If they are not looking for that message in particular, you are
still using the communication as an opportunity to teach more about it
without being heavy-handed.
Another learning concerns the importance of enabling students already on
campus to tell their own sustainability-related stories through the marketing
materials as a persuasive means of recruitment. Fuse, a new and very
attractively produced paper-form and on-line magazine appearing each semester
(Ithaca College, Spring 2007, Summer 2007, Fall 2007), does just that and is
received by all prospective students. There are also student stories in the
brochures of the academic schools. Students from the Ithaca Communications
School are being invited to help out with marketing development support.
Recruitment materials are seen as but the initial level of a three-tier approach to
marketing sustainability. At the next level is internal marketing to maintain the
sustainability profile and further build a sustainability culture but not least with an
eye to student (and staff) retention. Intercom, an internal electronic message
system, is used to communicate sustainability activities across the institution in
addition to press releases and other announcements. A „Green Thumbs-Up‟
citations scheme gives regular recognition through Intercom to student and staff
members of the Ithaca community who have contributed to sustainability
endeavours. At the third tier, the „back end‟, sustainability is marketed to
alumni, donors and corporate sponsors through the quarterly, ICView (Ithaca
College, 2007a, 2007b)
At the second tier, it has been very important to ensure that students encouraged
to attend Ithaca because of the promotion of its sustainability image not only
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receive a first year immersion in sustainability but also find the availability of
sustainability-related courses „carrying through‟ to all subsequent years.
Ithaca is not yet tracking recruitment and retention trends based on marketing
sustainability credentials. The data available is anecdotal but does suggest
that, in some schools, for instance, Business, sustainability marketing is having
an upward impact on recruitment. There is „very definite trending upward in
terms of graduate employability in sustainability fields‟. While there is
considerable anecdotal evidence of staff being galvanized („freshened up‟) by the
emerging sustainability ethos of the College and the wide range of curricular and
extra-curricular sustainability initiatives, there is no „good tracking mechanism‟ to
identify any impact on staff retention.
The Special Assistant to the Provost acknowledges that students are increasingly
gravitating towards web-based recruitment and promotional materials but
concedes that the College has still much to do by way of framing sustainability
messages through the student voice and through preferred student media:

I had some students in our Communications School come up with a portal
design, one that they would like to use. I looked at their mock-up, and
honestly, the hair on the back of my neck went up. Someone in my
demographic wants to have clean, organized screens, with logical links to
other screens. These kids want to enter a portal that is sort of the Yahoo
site where everything comes up at once, with lots of interactive choices:
pictures, graphics, multiple icons all on one screen, a „one stop shop‟ they
can view to select their next shop. The degree of screen clutter and
information overload makes me nuts. But I have to step back and stay
focused on the needs of the audience. … I would caution people to
examine very carefully how you market and appeal to students. We are
not doing a good enough job of that yet. The students are telling us that.
We need to use all the communications channels that students use.
Should we be podcasting content or You-Tube-ing video messages, for
instance? We are not doing that now, but why couldn‟t we be doing that?
… We do not need to appeal to the sixty-something professor; it is the
twenty-something student we need to be attuned to.
One side-effect of the College‟s embrace of a sustainability ethic and the trend
away from paper-form marketing has been the switch to „on-demand printing‟:
We used to produce many thousands of prospectus pieces, store them in
pallets in the warehouse, and then send them out to various sectors.
Admissions have slashed the number of prospectuses they are producing.
Our print shop is now able to print those pieces on campus, so we can do
on-demand printing. You can tailor content in a piece for a specific
audience and then print out.… It is very consumptive of our Marketing
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Group‟s time to try to customize these pieces. But it enables us to vastly
reduce the number we are tossing out at the end of a particular marketing
campaign.
This development has been accompanied, at no extra cost, with the adoption of
„100% recycled content paper‟ as well as „soya inks, and other green printing
strategies‟ for all College paper-form materials, including letter headed paper for
formal correspondence to applicants to tell them they have been accepted at the
institution. „To me,‟ says the Special Assistant to the Provost, „the really
powerful but subtle message is that the watermark embedded in this new
letterhead is the recycling symbol.‟
For Ithaca „sustainability‟ is projected as primarily about the natural environment
but its promotional materials are gender balanced while reflecting the ethnic and
age (if not ableness) diversity of the student and staff population.
US Case Study 3: St. Lawrence University
Located in the city of Canton in the north east of New York State, close to Lake
Placid and the Adirondack mountains and fifteen miles south of the St Lawrence
River and the Canadian border, St. Lawrence University (SLU) offers a four-year
liberal arts undergraduate programme. There is, additionally, a graduate
programme in education. There are presently 2,198 undergraduate and 121
graduate students taught by 171 full-time and 19 part-time academic staff. A
Sustainability Coordinator is charged with overseeing and taking forward
sustainability-related developments and is supported by a second full-time
appointment.
Founded as a seminary in 1856 and becoming a university that same year, SLU
has long aligned itself with environmentalism. This has been, in part, a matter
of laying out the attractions of its lake and mountain setting. Set in an
outstanding wilderness area, outdoor extra-curricular and linked-to-curriculum
opportunities have long been flagged to prospective students. Second, SLU
has drawn many of its students from rural communities in the north east of New
York State, students in the main seeking an experience with a rural
undergraduate education. „We have been green before green was popular,‟
comments, the Associate Vice-President for University Relations, the officer
responsible for marketing. „Our rural location has contributed to the ethos on
campus as well as to the founding of the university and the founding principles of
the university all contribute to what we now call sustainability. … So being more
obvious about our sustainability credentials is rooted in the history at St.
Lawrence. … It is part of our culture.‟ That culture has been reinforced, she adds,
by the fact of having so many students coming from communities „that have a
greater connection to the land … a very important core market for us‟.
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Interestingly, there are five SLU prospectuses sent in response to enquiries, two
of which directly respond to the environment. The first, titled Place (St.
Lawrence University, 2007a), devotes its 24 pages to describing the
environmental and cultural attractions of the campus, the Canton Lakeland area
and „North Country‟ of New York State, Lake Placid and the Adirondack
wilderness park, attractions across the Canadian border, as well as the welldeveloped SLU 14-country study abroad programme. The emphasis throughout
is on culture, nature and their inter-linkages as well as on the importance of place
in developing identity and love of nature. The second, titled Welcome to our
World (St. Lawrence University, 2007b), describes in 28 pages the academic
programmes offered at SLU through the narratives of its students, its other 8
pages, forming a centre pull out section, describing major and minor programmes
in some detail. The pull out section aside, the two prospectuses are replete with
beautiful natural and people images, embellished with lively text. There is a
good gender balance and ethnic mix across the images, many depicting
strenuous outdoor pursuits. The university appears somewhat reticent about
letting prospective students know that all prospectus materials are printed on
post-consumer recycled materials using vegetable based inks, no statement to
that end being included.
SLU offers an interdisciplinary environmental studies programme but, according
to a survey conducted by the Office of University Relations, courses with an
environmental focus are offered by a further 36 other departments within their
major programmes. On last inspection, says the Associate Vice-President, it
was possible to „scan our catalogue and find environmentalism pervading every
department‟. A flagship course, prominently publicized in both prospectuses is
the Adirondack Semester, a three-month wilderness immersion experience. As
the Associate Vice-President describes it:
They go deep in to the woods, they live in yurt villages, they have no
electricity, they have no connection to the outside world for many weeks.
They are completely self-sufficient. They do their own cooking, their own
washing, and it is done the old fashioned way. They live off the land if
you will. For periods of several weeks they takes courses connected to
sustainability. … And those who are accepted for the programme talk
about it in ways that are transformative. They just completely change the
way they look at the world. … There aren‟t very many programmes like
this at all so we have really created something innovative. And if you
attend the Adirondack Semester you really are able to talk about a change
in lifestyle that is dramatic and sustains them for years to come.
According to the Associate Vice-President, there had been no systematic data
collection to assess the impact of the SLU sustainability image upon student
recruitment. Drawing upon anecdotal data, her view is that the branding has
enabled SLU to become a magnet for students from or with experience of rural
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areas or natural areas: „St. Lawrence has been in that niche market for a long
time and we are pretty solidly there‟.
The Associate Vice-President also points to the recruitment potential of being
able to show that sustainability-focused learning enhances employability:
Many of our graduates go on to take leadership positions in organizations
that have either sustainability as their core mission or who need and
believe in sustainability as one of the aspects of their business whether it
is a commercial business, a corporate entity or non-profit. … If you scan
every organization that has sustainability … in a core mission statement, it
is where you would find a St. Lawrence graduate somewhere in the mix.
This claim appears credible in that SLU has become linked to a career-related
business, founded by a graduate from the 1970s, the remit of which is to place
„environmental interns and environmental professionals across the nation‟. The
business:
Has been able to use St. Lawrence as a core of very highly qualified
young graduates and place them in internships that have launched their
careers and then whose interns continue on in environmental industries or
industries with environmental commitment (Associate Vice-President).
There is less indication of any impact on staff recruitment but „job candidates for
faculty as well as professional staff have begun to ask about our sustainability
commitments‟.
For SLU, applying sustainability criteria to campus developments is also
important. This has extended, according to the Associate Vice-President, to
making sustainability „a core value in all our campus construction projects‟ as
well as in renovation projects and procurement decisions. She explains the
decision to be sustainable in construction as having only relatively recent tangible
impact in that decisions about planning precede construction by several years.
Campus developments are prominently featured in the Spring 2008 number of
the St. Lawrence University Magazine.
The University is located in one of the economically poorest regions of the United
States. According to the Associate Vice-President, this has led to some
tensions with local communities when an issue, as often happens, places
environmental sustainability and economic development at loggerheads:
When it comes to making decisions that benefit families for income and
making our region more economically viable, we often see conflict and so
when St. Lawrence stands up and says „environmentalism is a core value
and we are making decisions for environmentalism‟ a lot of people say
that is terrific and other people say, that decision could cost us.
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The key to good community relations, the Associate Vice-President avers, is
transparency about tensions within both the University and wider community:
Environmental decisions are not easy ones to make. Often students
come to us and believe that the environmental choice is the only choice.
But when you are going to pay more for that environmental choice,
something else is not going to happen. You might not have as much
money for scholarship assistance for example and you might not have
enough money for a renovation to a laboratory or a classroom that they
also want. … The tensions are very real and they are going to be stronger
and stronger as sustainability gains higher visibility among out general
culture and especially our young adult culture.
Of vital importance in marketing the sustainability credentials of any higher
education institution, maintains the Associate Vice-President, is depth of
commitment allied to evidence that backs up sustainability claims:
Unless you have a very strong and deep commitment to it you are going to
be found out to be a bit of a fraud and that is going to work very much
against you. … If you are going to use sustainability as a marketing
credential, have a lot of evidence behind you because people who believe
in sustainability will want to see that evidence.
US Case Study 4: Northland College
Northland College is set in rural Wisconsin. Situated on the shore of Lake
Superior, surrounded by 800,000 acres of forest, and looking out on a chain of
twenty-one islands comprising a pristine national park, it is a small liberal arts
college of 700 students, 93 full-time and 6 part-time staff. With a commitment
to environmentalism stretching back to the early 1970s, Northland brands itself
as „visionary by nature‟.
In an 18-page pamphlet (Northland College, 2008b) exploiting that branding and
with a preponderance of the pamphlet given over to photographs depicting
nature and students engaged in active learning and active pursuits, principally
out of doors, the College asks the prospective student:
Are you independent-minded? Do you view the world differently from
your classmates? Do you often find yourself on the road less traveled?
Do you stand up for what you believe in? Do you want to attend a college
that gives you the tools to succeed in life?
According to David Wahlberg, Vice President of Marketing and Communications,
the aim of Northland is to differentiate itself in the market place by emphasizing
that it offers a „liberal arts education with an environmental focus‟.
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We specifically seek to appeal to students who meet that market. We are
not a mass marketer. We are not a school that tries to be all things to all
people. We think that the best way to serve the retention needs of the
institution is to make sure that the students we recruit have a clear
understanding of what is unique about Northland. … We are committed to
finding students who already have a passion for sustainability, for
environmental concerns … (it‟s) less of a numbers game and more of a
focus game for us.
In setting about attracting such students, it is seen as important to point up the
congruence between the College message (its „talk‟) and what the College
actually does (its „walk‟). In its promotional literature, the College emphasizes
that it employs processes and products that are environmentally friendly and that,
like the College of the Atlantic, it has a Director of Sustainability with the role of
orchestrating sustainability initiatives. Prospectuses announce that they are
printed on 100% recycled fibre while much is made of the College commitment to
locally grown and organically produced food and to environmentally-friendly
cleaning supplies. Another significant aspect of its promotional materials is the
highlighting of ongoing student leadership and initiatives in the further greening of
the campus (including the students charging themselves a $40 per student
annual fee to reduce campus use of fossil fuels). „I am a big believer in showing
people what you are doing rather than telling people what you are doing,‟ says
the Vice President of Marketing and Communications. It is both honest and
helpful to „use visual means of presenting yourselves so that people see the
substance to the claim‟.
The reward of this approach, says the Vice President, is a student body „who
have a pretty good understanding of what it is they are coming here for,‟ leading
to a robust record in terms of student retention.
Prospective candidates are mailed a folder of small pamphlets, both folder and
pamphlets being attractively presented and highly visual, strong on inspiration
and vision but thin on course detail (for which they are referred to the College
website). Against a backcloth of wilderness representation, there is a good
gender but not self-evidently ethnic balance in the depictions of an actively
engaged student body.
Sustainability is represented as a concept synonymous with environmental
concern, with other sustainability dimensions such as social justice and health
much less apparent.
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Reflections on the Case Studies
Taken together, the nine case studies raise some important lessons and issues
concerning the sustainability branding and marketing of a higher education
institution. They can be summarized as follows:
i.

Calibrate the level and volume of the marketing to accord with the
realities of sustainability adherence and performance.
In all the
cases are warnings against raising expectations through marketing and
promotional materials when the sustainability substance is lacking.
Looking back on the early days of the Bradford Ecoversity, the Director of
Education for Sustainable Development rues the then „reckless‟ marketing
that ran the risk of institutional embarrassment and, in fact, provoked
cynicism internally. The Head of Student Recruitment and Marketing at
Leeds University speaks of the „need to be absolutely authentic because
people will find you out‟ while the Environmental Coordinator at Oxford
Brookes University declares that „If you are shouting about it you need to
make sure you can back it up‟. As the Dean of Admissions at the College
of the Atlantic points out, marketing sustainability credentials needs to be
finely tuned to match definite and distinctive sustainability features.
These warnings and recommendations speak for a studied and
incremental sustainability marketing strategy that is never nearer than one
step behind actual concrete sustainability developments. This, according
to the Vice President of Marketing and Communications at Northland
College is one important way to „walk the talk‟. For the Dean of
Admissions at the College of the Atlantic, an institution launching into
sustainability initiatives needs „a year or two of examining and changing
practices‟ before it „can really trot out the label of “we are a sustainable
institution”‟.

ii.

That said, it is entirely appropriate to market sustainability intentions
and an as yet unrealized vision (as long as the institution really
means it). As the Director of Education for Sustainable Development at
the Bradford Ecoversity indicates, it is entirely appropriate to promote a
vision of comprehensive and thoroughgoing institutional transformation, as
long as the vision is accompanied by transparency with regard to the
current „state of the art‟ and to the challenges lying ahead. The four US
cases featured here also marry sustainability vision with an account of
„work in progress‟, the Associate Vice-President for University Relations,
St. Lawrence University, emphasizing the importance of being transparent
about the tensions and conflicts that will arise as vision is translated into
action. Cautions about building from solid achievement aside, it should
not be overlooked that vision is both galvanizing and persuasive, what the

30

Marketing and Communications Group at Ithaca College calls a „Big,
Hairy, Audacious Goal‟.
iii.

Determine, and be at ease with, what the institution is marketing.
The nine cases feature institutions where very different determinations
have been made regarding what is being marketed. Three of the four big
English universities featured here, Durham, Leeds and, to an extent,
Oxford Brookes, are basing their image and marketing upon their
environmental management record. Recognizing that students are
increasingly expecting institutions, including the university they are likely
to favour, to demonstrate environmental prudence and responsibility, the
three universities are working hard on improving environmental
management performance, showcasing their record of success within
marketing and promotional materials. The wider adoption of a
sustainability ethic, as the Head of Recruitment and Marketing at Leeds
University puts it, „is not within the DNA‟. At Bradford University and the
smaller, University of Gloucestershire, on the other hand, the goal is to
position and differentiate the institution as a „sustainability university‟.
The same is true of the four US institutions, all of which, like Gloucester,
can build upon a long-standing institutional ethic (Christian and/or nature
protection foundation or mission statement) in comprehensively embracing
sustainability. It would seem that institutional size is a factor here with
larger universities tending to follow the environmental management route
primarily to demonstrate environmental responsibility on campus, and
smaller universities and colleges tending to take a cross-institutional,
holistic approach to sustainability (that also includes working on
environmental management). Bradford stands out as different here, as
does the University of Plymouth. Should Plymouth, one of the largest UK
universities, successfully embrace the holistic approach, it would achieve
clear market differentiation nationally and internationally.

iv.

Whatever the marketing pitch, internal marketing must go hand in
glove with external marketing. A number of institutions featured in this
study emphasize the importance of marrying internal marketing with
external marketing not least to ensure that the university community
understands and by and large embraces the marketing pitch and so the
pitch is a more or less solid one. Mentioned above was the cynicism
engendered at the Bradford Ecoversity by over-inflated external marketing
in the early stages with insufficient heed being paid to internal marketing
so as to ensure the university community was appraised and on board.
For both Durham University and the University of Gloucestershire,
changing the university culture through effective internal communication
was a sine qua non if external marketing efforts were to be successful.
Ithaca College has a three-tier approach to marketing. External
recruitment and promotional materials form the first tier. Internal
marketing and communication to build the institutional sustainability
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culture forms the second. Communications to alumni, donors and
corporate sponsors forms the third. The second tier anchors the first and
third tiers in that without a dynamic culture of sustainability there is
insufficient for marketing efforts at the other two tiers to draw upon.
v.

Given that sustainability consciousness is still an emerging
phenomenon, by no means universally shared, there is a case for
subtle marketing, including appealing to niche markets. Recognizing
the varying levels of interest and commitment to sustainability amongst
intending applicants, Ithaca College has adopted a „subtle messaging‟
approach, allowing its sustainability credentials to be clearly discerned
„between the lines‟ by those who are clued in while avoiding deterring
applications from those who are indifferent to the sustainability agenda.
Other US institutions featured here have consciously gone about tapping
sustainability enthusiasm within their wider programme provision, the
Practical Activism course at the College of the Atlantic and Adirondack
Seminar at St. Lawrence University being cases in point. All the US
institutions show great skill in linking nature location to course provision in
appealing to a niche market. One way forward, then, is an admixture of
background and foreground marketing, promoting overall institutional
sustainability credentials subtly but sufficiently while engaging in strong
marketing of niche programmes that build upon the institution‟s history,
locale and specific areas of sustainability expertise and enthusiasm. For
those not in beautiful wilderness areas, the locale for sustainability study
immersion can be campus and immediate (urban/suburban) community.

vi.

There is, so far, precious little systematic collection of data, or
availability of data, on the link between marketing sustainability
credentials and student and staff recruitment, retention and
satisfaction. Asked what evidence they had that marketing
sustainability credentials impacted upon recruitment and retention, all
interviewees relied upon what several referred to as „anecdotal‟ evidence.
The Bradford Ecoversity has appointed a research team of two to explore,
amongst other things, the sustainability<>recruitment connect but data
collection instruments are still under development. Durham University so
far has no formal means of measurement. Oxford Brookes University
has no measurement or evaluation tools in place. Of the US higher
education institutions, only the College of the Atlantic can cite figures for
heightened interest in sustainability in the form of website hits following
the College sustainability achievements featuring in the media. The
others, like their UK counterparts, rely at this point on anecdotal data.
Even anecdotal data on the links between high profile commitment to
sustainability and staff recruitment and retention is in short supply across
the cases.
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vii.

Sustainability marketing based upon emerging evidence and
understandings of the links between sustainability skills and
dispositions and graduate employability is largely lacking. As this
report has indicated (see pp.4-5), there is a growing employer interest in
graduates who are skilled in, informed about and committed to
sustainability. In the light of that evidence, it is interesting that only St.
Lawrence University amongst the nine universities featured here promotes
its sustainability credentials as a potential means of achieving heightened
employability, its close association with a career-related sustainability
career agency being path finding in this regard. For the Special Assistant
to the Provost at Ithaca College, there is „very definite trending upward in
terms of graduate employability in sustainability fields‟ but this sample of
higher education institutions with a strong sustainability emphasis is, in the
main, falling short of exploiting the trending.

viii.

UK institutions could well follow their US counterparts by giving rein
to student voice in marketing their sustainability credentials.
Reviewing the paper-form, electronic and web-based marketing and
promotional materials of the four US cases in this study, it is noteworthy
how much emphasis is placed on students describing in their own words
their own on-campus and off-campus formal and informal sustainability
learning experiences. Additionally, all four US institutions take pains to
flag examples of student-led sustainability initiatives: the student-staffed
organic farm at the College of the Atlantic, the „Green Thumbs-Up‟
scheme at Ithaca College, the self-imposed fossil fuel tax at Northland
College, to cite but three examples. There is both an explicit and implicit
message about student empowerment. UK universities canvassing their
sustainability credentials do not seem to have latched on to the potential
of employing student sustainability narratives.

ix.

The marketing landscape is changing with an emerging shift away
from paper-form marketing and towards electronic marketing using
modalities that chime with student culture and environmental
concerns. All the institutions featured in this survey walk their
sustainability talk by using recycled and/or chlorine-free paper, vegetablebased inks and, in one case, biodegradable plastic in paper-form
prospectus production although St. Lawrence University fails to flag its use
of recycled materials. Some (Durham, Ithaca) are forging ahead with
tailored to need and designed on demand paper form prospectus
materials leading to substantial reductions in paper usage (and paper
waste). Some, such as St. Lawrence University, have moved towards
short beautifully illustrated brochures and prospectuses that link to webbased or paper-form programme catalogues. Scattered across the
interview data is recognition that electronic marketing should and will
replace paper-form materials. At the very least those responsible for
marketing are questioning the continuance of the paper-form prospectus.
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At Bradford „fundamental questions‟ are being asked „about why print
brochures in the first place‟ given the institutional commitment to
sustainability, questions taken up by those responsible for marketing at
the University of Gloucestershire and the College of the Atlantic. The
Special Assistant to the Provost at Ithaca College warns of the dangers of
moving to e-form marketing through the eyes of „the sixty-something
professor‟ arguing that the forms of interactive web-based communication
largely favoured by students should be the chosen channels of
communication.
x.

5.

Sustainability messaging tends for the most part to treat
‘sustainability’ as synonymous with ‘environment’. While
sustainability is widely construed as multi-dimensional, having cultural,
economic, health, and social justice as well as environmental dimensions
(e.g. UNESCO 2004), university sustainability marketing is preponderantly
uni-dimensional. The College of the Atlantic and St. Lawrence University
excepted, all the UK and US institutions featured convey sustainability as
primarily about the environment. It would amount to spectacularly
significant market positioning and differentiation were a major, large-size
university to project itself as a sustainability university committed to
addressing the multi-dimensionality of the concept.
Marketing and Branding: the University of Plymouth

In this section, research question 5 is addressed:
What does an artifact/media analysis through a sustainability lens of
current University of Plymouth promotional/marketing materials (Marketing
Department and faculty-produced) reveal?
The criteria making up the „sustainability lens‟ are set within a multi-dimensional
understanding of sustainability that embraces cultural, economic, health, social,
technological, and, fundamentally, environmental dimensions. The criteria
include: references to a sustainability mission and vision, expression of equality
and diversity; programmatic references to sustainability; references to campus
sustainability, references to sustainability in procurement, materials usage and
disposal; references to sustainable transport policies and practices; references to
university/community partnerships for sustainability; an overall impression of
sustainability adherence and commitment
The Plymouth undergraduate prospectus was one of the first 2008/9 university
prospectuses in the UK to become available according to Francis Reis, Manager
of the university‟s Document Production Centre (see p. 40). Both this document
and the postgraduate prospectus are designed in house by the Centre and
provide summary information on courses across the university. Faculties at the
university have their own marketing personnel with responsibility for the design of

34

marketing materials for the faculty in question. All marketing materials are
developed to agreed corporate guidelines developed by the university‟s
Marketing and Communications Department. Draft faculty marketing materials
are not, however, run by the Department for comment, let alone approval, prior to
publication. „I only see the end product, the printed job,‟ says Andrea Walters,
Head of Marketing and Communications (Undergraduate and Postgraduate
Marketing). „I would like to see things.‟
Prospectus
The 2008/9 prospectus has been selectively updated since the last edition. The
prospectus has a clear white cover featuring small full-length images of students
and an illustration of the new Roland Levinsky Building. A swirling pattern not
dissimilar to that used on branded surf wear has been incorporated into the
illustration. This continues the „location‟ theme of the 2007/8 prospectus (surfing
on ink). The prospectus is produced on recycled stock, as somewhat obscurely
indicated on the outer back cover: „Made of paper awarded the European Union
Eco-label‟. The Plymouth prospectus is small (half the size of many UK university
prospectuses) and has a particularly high gloss finish to the cover but matt inner
pages. Its appearance does not particularly convey the impression of the
recycled paper that has, in fact, been used. 80, 000 copies of the 2008/9
prospectus were produced and printed in one print run by Emirates Printing
Press LLC based in Dubai and shipped to the UK. According to the Manager of
the Document Production Centre, post-consumer behaviour (in particular, the
recycling of the used prospectus) is an issue. He is keen to discuss with
Marketing and Communications the addition of a statement encouraging postuse recycling in the next prospectus edition.
A PDF version of the 2008 Undergraduate prospectus is available in CD-ROM
format and can be requested through the main University website. At present the
2009 Undergraduate print version of the prospectus appears on the online
request form by default if the drop down menu is not accessed to display
alternative options. In addition there is a CD-ROM available with the title
„University of Plymouth Publications 2008‟. This contains both the undergraduate
and postgraduate prospectuses and additional hyperlinks and video clips of
students explaining elements of life as a student at the University. This CD is not
available in the drop down menu options on the online request form. It is
distributed mainly to prospective international students, a link for which is
provided on the main university website.
The content of the prospectus is in line with most other UK university
prospectuses including in addition to programme details information on
accommodation, the city/location, social life and finance. The University is
introduced in first person by the Vice Chancellor, adding a somewhat personal
welcome to students. The university is described as „friendly and dynamic with a
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strong reputation for excellence in teaching and research, and our graduates
have an enviable employment record‟ (University of Plymouth, 2008a, 4).
While the South West location and its natural delights are highlighted in the Vice
Chancellor‟s message, there is no reference in the message to sustainability
commitment or vision. That follows in a small section with the title „A green
focus‟ (ibid., 5).
In the undergraduate prospectus most pages are given over to degree
programme information. A standard format has been employed including basic
summary information on the course, entry requirements and fieldwork
opportunities through the stages of the programme. Every degree programme
page uses a bright colour as background and a photograph occupying a
relatively large amount of the total page space available. Photographs are
generally uncaptioned and use literal images, for example a student sitting at a
computer for computer studies. The quality of images is wide ranging. In some
cases the photographs work well to tell a story, for example a captioned
photograph of students undertaking fieldwork at Start Point in Devon alongside
information on Applied Biosciences (Plant Science) while elsewhere poorly
chosen photographs (a pen in focus, a flip chart, a person with a calculator) do
little to stimulate the imagination and inform the prospective student of the
learning experiences they might encounter.
In general there is a good balance of male and female students represented in
the prospectus, however the majority of students represented are young and
white with the exception of those featured in the section for international
students. The ableness of students and access provisions are not highlighted in
the prospectus. Students are mainly pictured studying in isolation or interacting
through a computer interface. There is little portrayal of forms of learning and
teaching, however photographs taken on fieldtrips are featured heavily in the
Science Faculty pages.
Website
The homepage of the university‟s website is uncluttered and offers a number of
ways to access information through the following menus: Information about
(including: the University, courses, working here); Information for (including: UK
and EU students; Schools and Colleges; The Community); News & Events;
Popular Links. An alternative means of negotiating the site is by clicking on the
tabs across the top of the page (including: Internal Staff; Help & Terms; Site
Map). A large colour photograph covering a quarter of this page is used to
highlight an event or an aspect of student life.
In general the university website is text heavy; once any of the menus on the
homepage have been accessed .12 size text in aerial font dominates the page.
Black writing on a white background is presented with the inclusion of images on
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some pages. Photographs are not offered in place of text but as additional to the
written information.
Owing to the overall lack of images, including photographs, on the website
diversity among the student body is only text-conveyed. An opportunity to
convey more subtle messages concerning gender, age, ethnicity, ableness, and
to signal commitment to diversity and equal opportunities, is lost.
The university webpage, „Mission Statements and Values,‟ conveys sustainability
messages to some degree. For example, it describes the university‟s
commitment to developing graduates who „are sensitive to environmental and
social needs.‟ „Community‟ is one of the six values embraced. Under the value
of „Community‟, promotion of the well being of all students and staff at the
university, demonstration of social responsibility, and collaboration with others
within the region and beyond are highlighted. Under another core value,
„effectiveness,‟ „good management to make sustainable use of our human,
physical, technological, and financial resources‟ is articulated.
On the university website, it is not easy to find information on sustainable use of
transport or on the newly launched Centre for Sustainable Transport. Nor can
one readily find general information on the sustainability credentials of the
physical campus.
What follows is a review of the recruitment and promotional materials of two
faculties, Science and Arts, chosen as a purposive sample representing the „two
cultures‟.
Science Faculty: Prospectuses and Website
The University of Plymouth Science Faculty produces a great many brochures
and prospectuses for its courses. Prospectuses are compiled according to areas
of study, for example Marine Sciences, Chemistry, Geosciences. The materials
are A4 format with large colour images often filling half the page. The majority of
the photographs used are unaccompanied by captions, thereby in some cases
losing their impact. Literal images are mainly used on the front cover of each
brochures creating a feeling of study of the natural world: for example images of
the sea, sky and boats, as well as scientific equipment. The use of technology in
learning is emphasized in brochures, with students in the field or in the laboratory
„doing things‟. Female students do appear in the prospectuses, but noticeably
the same student using a piece of surveying equipment features in more than
one prospectus (Marine Science prospectus, BSc Ocean Exploration and MSc
Hydrography prospectus). There is a student group photograph included in the
Marine Science and Sport Studies prospectus depicting one female student in a
group of thirteen. In the main, the photographs used are of white, young males.
There is one photograph of two black students with the university logo on a
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building as background. This is included in both the Psychology prospectus and
Marine Sciences prospectuses.
In the first pages of each prospectus, there is an introduction written by the Dean,
Director or teaching team using the first person, accompanied by a photograph of
the author(s). In some cases these pieces are written in quite a generic way and
so could equally apply to a similar degree programme at any university in the UK.
The exceptions are the Marine Sciences prospectus and the Science Faculty
Dean‟s piece in which the location, maritime history of Plymouth and course
components are all drawn out to present a distinctive flavour to prospective
students.
The Science Faculty website pages have an „environmental‟ look to them using
optimistic vivid colours in an image-rich first page which stands in contrast to the
rest of the University website. The first page offers the opportunity to enter this
part of the site through a choice of „our courses‟ or „our schools‟ as is normally
the case with faculty pages on the website. There is however an additional
„special features‟ menu showing small enticing picture icons linked with items
such as „Iain Stewart – Earth: Power of the Planet‟ and „Sign to take part in paid
psychology experiments‟. On the first page of the site there is also a link inviting
students to share case studies concerning their academic success. This offers an
interactive element to the site and contributes to making this part of the website
more enticing for prospective, current and recently graduated students. The
„special features‟ menu suggests to a prospective student that they would be
opting for distinctiveness in choosing to study at Plymouth.
In general the Science Faculty area of the main University website offers a
balance of text and images, including photographs. Students are photographed
undertaking fieldwork, the photographs projecting a good gender balance. There
is some representation of diversity in terms of student age and ethnicity, but not
diversity in ableness.
Arts Faculty: Prospectuses and Website
The additional prospectus material produced by the Faculty of Arts is relatively
minimal and is presented in a format similar to brochures found accompanying
an art exhibition. The images and text used are mainly black, white and red
offering a bold image and identity helping to create a „brand‟ for the Faculty. The
use of only three colours reduces the printing complexity and costs. There is a
general absence of people. Where photographs of students have been used in
the marketing material (double sided course flyers) the pictures are accompanied
by detailed captions. The photographs thereby tell a story with consequent
increased impact.
Short staff biographies are included in the course information for Masters
programmes. This works well in offering a sense of uniqueness attached to the
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learning and teaching experience at Plymouth. More recently produced
marketing materials include the recycling logo and give the percentage of
recycled paper used in production. The paper feels recycled with a matt rather
than high gloss finish. In general the materials produced by the Faculty of Arts
are akin to leaflets rather than brochures and there is one for each programme of
study rather than information compiled under areas.
The Arts Faculty website area is functional and, hence, consistent with the rest of
the University website pages with creativity compromised (although a trace of the
red colour theme remains). The generic information blurbs associated with each
degree programme do not offer a particular sense of distinctiveness. There is a
general absence of photographs on the website, the dearth of images offering
little by way of messaging about age, gender and ethnic diversity in the student
population.
Discussion
Given that the University has committed to becoming an institution characterized
by sustainability excellence (p. 1) and given that there have been substantive
steps forward towards realizing that goal (Selby, 2007), current paper form and
web-based marketing falls short of conveying both the vision and the
achievement.
In contrast to the case studies offered in this paper (pp.11-34), the university‟s
marketing falls short in a significant number of regards:


There is an absence of a „Big Hairy Audacious Goal‟. No comprehensive
sustainability vision is offered (as at Bradford and Gloucestershire and as
at the four US institutions described) and there is no sense of
sustainability as a „work in progress‟ towards that vision with attendant
transparency concerning obstacles, setbacks, dilemmas and consequent
learning curves (as at Bradford and St. Lawrence University). Plymouth
thereby fails to convey itself as a learning organization in terms of one of
its acknowledged referents.



Anyone reading the prospectuses and/or visiting the websites will fail to
come away with a sense of how sustainability is becoming embedded in
learning and teaching programmes across the university, in campus
developments, in procurement and transport, in research, and through
community and regional partnerships. The ethos of sustainability that
emanates from the marketing materials of the US institutions featured in
this study is noticeable by its absence in Plymouth marketing. Plymouth
marketing materials fail to project a dynamic sustainability narrative
(although such indubitably exists). An overall impression of sustainability
commitment and adherence is not conveyed.
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6.



In extension of the same point, Plymouth is not giving voice to student
sustainability narrative as a marketing tool, unlike the four US institutions
depicted here. There is no „peer to peer‟ transfer happening.



Recognizing that sustainability is an emerging phenomenon and that, at
this juncture, there is a case for „subtle messaging‟ allied to niche
marketing (p. 23), that an institution needs to calibrate its sustainability
marketing according to achievement (p. 30), and that there are clear
gender differentials in responses to sustainability (p. 11), it would seem
appropriate to plan for an unfolding and, where appropriate, differentiated
marketing of sustainability credentials. Evidence would overwhelmingly
suggest that this is far from the case.



Although the university has an excellent employability programme through
Skills Plus (University of Plymouth, 2007c), highlighting the
sustainability<>employability nexus, Plymouth marketing materials fail to
profile increased employability prospects through sustainability skills
acquisition. A „selling point‟ of potential is not capitalized upon.



While the university has strong diversity and equality commitments, and
correspondingly strong diversity and equality initiatives and achievements,
messaging in marketing materials tends to be tokenistic in terms of
gender, ethnicity and age, while by and large ignoring ableness.

Prospectuses: Plymouth and the Wider Picture

This section addresses the sixth research question: How could University of
Plymouth marketing/promotional materials of sufficient quality be produced more
sustainably, and at the same or less cost? Data was collected by means of
interviews with key Document Production and Marketing personnel at the
University of Plymouth and a small-scale telephone and email survey involving
18 UK universities.
The University of Plymouth uses a number of printing firms for the production of
marketing materials and is currently investigating another two specialist print
firms to add to the list. The majority of these companies are based in the UK in
the South West region; for example, Deltor, in Saltash, Cornwall.
Emirates Printing Press, Dubai, undertakes the printing of the undergraduate and
postgraduate prospectuses. This has been the case for the past six years and
the company has just been awarded the tender for a further three years. The
company ships the 80, 000 prospectuses to the UK in time for Plymouth to be
among the very first universities in the country to have its new prospectus
available for the next academic year. The competitive advantage in part derives
from the Christmas holiday period going unobserved in Dubai allowing the
comparative early production and subsequent distribution of the prospectus.

40

This year the 2009 prospectus was available on 22 February 2008.
important in choosing Dubai is its low tax economy.

Also

Once the centimeter thick 2/3 A4 prospectuses are received by the University,
they begin to incur storage costs as the University does not have on site storage
facilities for such a large volume of printed material. Smaller numbers of
prospectuses are delivered to the University on a weekly basis contributing to
further expense. According to the Head of Marketing and Communications
(Undergraduate and Postgraduate Marketing), this arrangement costs around
£14, 000 annually. An increase in postage costs (due to the Royal Mail resetting postage according to both weight and size) has also added to the
expense of sending out print prospectuses to schools and colleges, open day
events and in response to individual requests. Some 48,000 – 50,000
prospectuses are posted out to individual enquirers, 20,000 go to events in the
UK and the rest are mailed out to schools.
The undergraduate prospectus is available on CD-ROM as is the postgraduate
prospectus. The latter, however, appears on a CD-ROM alongside additional
materials (University of Plymouth, 2008b) thought to be of particular relevance to
overseas students. The CD-ROMs are produced from start to finish by a local
company Twofour, based in Estover, Plymouth, some time after the hard copy of
the prospectus is made available.
According to both the Head of Marketing and Communications (Undergraduate
and Postgraduate Marketing) and the Document Production Centre Manager, a
paper-form prospectus is overwhelmingly preferred. The primary consideration
in producing the CD-ROM materials was to meet overseas student requirements
in a more cost effective way than by posting a print copy prospectus. A Braille
version and a large type version of the prospectus can also be requested: the
former is very expensive to produce and is not offered on the drop down online
prospectus request form; the latter is a basic document printed on non-glossy
paper.
Plans are afoot to send the hard copy prospectuses in a biodegradable plastic
envelope, with a statement to this effect appearing on it. It is considered by the
Head of Marketing and Communications (Undergraduate and Postgraduate
Marketing) to be important to retain the notion of a prospectus rather than to
direct those interested in courses back to the website where all the information
contained in the prospectus is admittedly both more up to date and available in
far greater detail. In future it is anticipated that paper-form, CD-ROM and on-line
versions of the prospectus will all be available rather than one format having
primacy.
At the University of Plymouth, the idea of Print Basket Project has been in the air
for the last few years. This project is about producing a customized on demand
version of the prospectus to be saved online and printed if requested so as to
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meet the diverse interests and needs of stakeholders in a very flexible
manner. Mandy Goss, Web Service Manager, states that the idea has not been
supported by senior managers of the university so far and there has not been
enough demand for her team to pursue the project. The scheme, she
considers, would not be technically difficult to implement. Being aware that other
universities have already been moving in this new direction, she is only waiting
for „vision‟ from the university to move away from the traditional printed version of
the prospectus.
This capacity for customized printing of the prospectus has apparently been a
key point that suppliers competing for business have recently emphasized. This
could lead to reductions in print, paper and storage usage and costs. One of the
„unique selling propositions‟ of Plymouth University however is that all enquiries
are fulfilled in 48 hours and this customization process, if a print copy is
requested, would take longer. The message coming through from University‟s
Marketing and Communications Department is that customers want immediacy,
and that a decreased ability to offer that might have a detrimental effect on
student recruitment, which is risky. It is not clear why an electronic bespoke
prospectus would lack immediacy.
It appears that even though 80% of enquiries come through the online form, it is
the print version that is overwhelmingly requested. The website may well be the
biggest communication tool the University has but the print prospectus is seen as
the corporate brochure, a showpiece for „who we are, what we are and how well
we do it‟ (Head of Marketing and Communications, Postgraduate and
Undergraduate Marketing).
UK higher education institutions involved in the small-scale email and telephone
survey did not have plans to remove the paper choice option of their prospectus
in the future, although some talked about a reduced print run and a continued
process of re-consideration in the light of shifting student demands.
Some UK universities have begun to offer their prospectus materials in
alternative formats. Durham University, as previously mentioned (see p.15),
offers a customized online version, „Your Prospectus‟, which remains available to
download in PDF format for seven days. Durham also uses a reduced
prospectus of 24 pages at recruitment events to direct students towards using
the online prospectus facility. Anglia Ruskin University offers a tailored print
version of their prospectus that has reportedly reduced the number of pages
printed from 196 to 136, with consequent impact on postage, paper and print
use.
The University of Gloucestershire‟s new 2009 prospectus was available this year
from Monday 25 February 2008 (two working days later than the Plymouth
prospectus). Belmont Press Ltd., a UK based company produced the prospectus.
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On the company‟s website http://www.belmont.co.uk/home.php?noflash=yes
appears the following:
Accredited with ISO 9001:2000 Quality Assurance System, ISO
14001:2004 Environmental Management System, FSC and PEFC Chain
of Custody and Sustainability Awards, our objective is always to exceed
the expectations of our clients.
In the small-scale telephone and email survey of UK universities it was found that
the majority of participating institutions printed their prospectus in the UK, one of
the universities stating „environmental credentials of the printer was weighted as
being as important as price in our tender process…‟
At Worcester College of Technology the decision was made to produce the 2008
full-time further education student prospectus in CD-ROM format with cartoons,
20, 000 copies being produced. Rachel Gowers, the Head of Marketing at the
College tells of how an increase in online hits to their website and rising postage
costs helped inform the decision to change to CD-ROM from paper-format
version. In previous years the normal cost of producing the full time further
education prospectus had been £25,000 – 35,000 and had involved the work of
an in-house graphic designer. For various reasons an agency was used for the
complete production of the 2008 CD-ROM format prospectus costing a total of
£17,000 which, as the Head of Marketing remarks, is a significant saving.
Positive feedback from prospective Worcester students (year 11 pupils) has been
received concerning the cartoon design and the ease of access through the
menu options (rather than flicking through lots and lots of information). Some not
so positive feedback, mainly from A-level and GCSE teaching staff, has been
noted concerning the cartoon design but not, it seems, about the change of
format itself. Teachers of more vocational courses have in contrast offered much
more positive feedback on the cartoons.
In acknowledging the negative feedback concerning some adults‟ reception of
the CD-ROM, the Head of Marketing at Worcester College makes the point that,
extensive research informed their decision to focus on selling to the students
rather than their parents, a point echoing the sentiments of the Special Assistant
to the Provost, Ithaca College (p. 24).
Worcester has experienced the biggest criticism of the CD-ROM version of the
prospectus from Connexions career advisors who dislike the format in that they
do not always have computer access in the schools they visit. In a bid to
overcome this problem, Worcester has provided print copies for each advisor but
this, apparently, has not fully resolved the matter.
At present a decision concerning the future of the CD-ROM prospectus has not
been made. The College also produces a range of other prospectuses - for full-
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time higher education courses, part time courses as well as three adult education
prospectuses. There are no plans to move these prospectuses over to CD-ROM
format. There has, however, been a change in the way requests are dealt with
on the information system. Instead of sending a hard copy of the required
prospectus, wherever possible a PDF version is forwarded via email. A print
version is forwarded if subsequently requested. At this point it is too early to say
whether this change in procedure is a success, but again this is another way in
which Worcester College is experimenting interestingly with alternatives to
traditional full version print prospectuses.
Two institutions approached in the email/telephone survey have shared their
ideas on the possibility of putting their prospectus on a USB stick rather than
using the CD-ROM format. A branded stick (bearing the university name, logo,
website address) would offer the capacity to store a lot more information than a
CD-ROM with the additional benefit that for open day events or to meet other
special needs, further materials could be added to the memory as required.
Furthermore such a device would not be rendered defunct after the application
and acceptance process was over. On becoming a student, its usefulness would
continue as the memory stick would act as a handy informational and storage
device containing documentation useful to the student during their academic
studies and beyond.
7.

Recommendations

In the light of key themes and issues raised across the first six sections of this
study, the following recommendations are made:


If the University of Plymouth intends to become an institution „modeling
university-wide excellence‟ in sustainability (p.1) and to exploit its
leadership position in sustainability in higher education, then the marketing
implications need to be pursued. This means a more leitmotiv marketing
of sustainability across paper-form, electronic and website promotional
materials, on the one hand, and, on the other, connecting marketing
personnel to sustainability developments in a more integral and formative
way (p.3), perhaps, at a senior level, through a high level multistakeholder sustainability committee, a feature noted at sustainability
universities internationally (p.6).



In marketing its sustainability credentials, the university needs to convey a
sustainability vision, not through a short prospectus paragraph but more
ubiquitously in both explicit and implicit ways. That vision needs to go
hand in glove with a dynamic narrative of struggle and achievement.
Within that narrative, the student voice and experience should be given a
high profile so that „peer speaks to peer‟.
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Given that sustainability is a „work in progress‟, its marketing should be
carefully calibrated to be one step behind concrete achievement so the
university is seen to „walk its talk‟. That does not preclude the marketing
of vision or transparency in terms of what has yet to be achieved.



A multi-stakeholder marketing group, led by the Director of Marketing and
Communications, should consider the potentials and processes for „subtle
marketing‟ of sustainability and segment and niche marketing of flagship
sustainability-related programmes, i.e. an admixture of background and
foreground sustainability marketing. The group should also look at ways
in which sustainability initiatives and achievements in terms of policies and
strategic plans, campus (buildings, energy use, landscaping, waste
disposal practices), procurement and catering, transport, student
participation, and community partnerships can be subtly but effectively
woven into marketing media.



As a leader in student employability thinking through its Skills Plus
programme, the university should exploit emerging evidence of the link
between sustainability skills and employability. This may well prove
hugely attractive to prospective students. As has been noted (pp. 4-5),
future career potentials matter to university applicants.



The university needs to review internal marketing of sustainability and
ensure it goes hand in glove with external marketing. While the Centre
for Sustainable Futures has done much in this regard, the Centre lacks the
authoritative voice that centrally inspired internal marketing would carry.
The Centre also has only two years left and new mechanisms for internal
sustainability marketing need to be put in place. As literature reviewed
earlier (p.7) and the Bradford experience (pp.12-15) suggest, the internal
marketing ethos should be one of openness and transparency.



Given the paucity of research on the importance of university sustainability
credentials for prospective students, university market researchers should
revisit this question in a more thoroughgoing and extensive survey on an
annual basis. An annual survey will enable the university to be appraised
of, and react sensitively towards, attitudinal shifts that are very likely to
happen given the increasing attention and importance being attached to
sustainability. The new sustainability orientation in UK school curricula
underlines this point. It should not be overlooked, too, that for a
university bent upon internationalization, sustainability credentials appear
to matter more to prospective international students than to UK students
(Forum for the Future/ UCAS, 2008, 13).



Plymouth University should also institute recurring enquiry into the impact
of sustainability marketing on student and staff recruitment, retention and
satisfaction. This would be path finding in that none of the cases

45

featured in this study so far have established systematic processes of data
collection and analysis in this regard.


8.

Given that a new three-year contract has just been signed with the Dubai
prospectus publisher (p. 40), the university should institute pilot projects to
explore the feasibility, efficacy and cost-effectiveness of an electronic and
web-based prospectus, also customized on- demand prospectuses.
Ready to run is the Print Basket Project (pp. 41-2) which should be given
executive support on a piloting basis. A business case for alternatives to
present arrangements should be drawn up. Paper-form prospectuses
should carry a more obvious and prominent message about recycled
paper and give prominence to an exhortation to recycle after use.

A Methodological Note

In responding to research question 1 (see p.2), a comprehensive search was
undertaken for literature on marketing university sustainability credentials,
followed by the collection and analysis of the (limited) available literature.
The academic literature search through the major library databases in the field
(e.g. Business Source Premier; Emerald; Australian Education Index; British
Education Index; ERIC; Web of Knowledge) using combinations of keywords that
linked „sustainability‟ or „green‟ with „marketing‟ or „communication‟ or „branding‟
with „university‟ or „college‟ or ‟higher education‟ elicited only a few articles and
papers. Responses to an enquiry put out through the Environmental
Association for Universities and Colleges (EAUC) mailing list in January 2008
also confirmed the paucity of academic publications on marketing the
sustainability credentials of higher education institutions.
In responding to research question 2 (p.2), available surveys were drawn upon
and an additional small-scale questionnaire survey of 64 year 12 and 13 school
students in the South West of England was undertaken by the Market Research
Manager of the University of Plymouth Department of Marketing and
Communications.
A case study methodology was applied to answering research questions 3 and 4
(p.2).
Selection of participating institutions occurred in two stages. First, UK and US
universities and colleges with sustainability credentials were searched through
the Internet using the descriptor „sustainability (eco/green) university/college‟.
Institutions were also identified using the following websites: the Grist list of the
15 top international Green Colleges and Universities (Grist, 2008); and the US
Eco League site describing a consortium of five US liberal arts colleges
specializing in education directed towards building a sustainable society (Eco
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League, 2008). Additionally, an inquiry was put out via the EAUC mailing list in
January 2008 asking members for their recommendations for UK higher
education institutions with a track record in marketing their sustainability
credentials.
After coming up with a long list of potential participating universities and colleges,
each institution was approached by email to ascertain their preparedness to
participate in the study. Once availability and preparedness were confirmed, and
the degree of sustainability marketing confirmed as „significant‟ through an initial
perusal of paper-form and website promotional materials, the long list was
whittled down. The non-availability of any senior personnel for a semistructured interview further helped narrow down the list to the five participating
UK and four participating US higher education institutions.
The following data from each institution were accessed/gathered and then
systematically analysed: the university/college website; paper-form
prospectuses; additional paper-form marketing materials; a transcribed semistructured interview per institution (see Appendix 1, pp. 53-54, for SemiStructured Interview Schedule).
For the interviews, one person closely connected with sustainability marketing
within each institution participated in a semi-structured interview of between 3045 minutes. Interviews were conducted over the telephone and audio-recorded
with prior permission. Interview data were fully transcribed for analysis, each
interviewee being given the opportunity to amend the transcript of their interview
as they saw fit. The interviews were analysed according to emerging themes and
the analyses synthesized.
Participants were asked whether they would prefer themselves and their
institution to be anonymized. All opted for their institution to be named. All,
save one, the Associate Vice-President for University Relations, St. Lawrence
University, asked to be identified by name.
In answering research question 4, but, in a more in-depth way, question 5 (p. 2),
artifact and media analysis was conducted using the following sustainabilityoriented criteria: reference to sustainability and a sustainability mission in
opening/mission statements; gender and ethnic representation; implicit and
explicit representation of diversity and equality; programmatic references to
sustainability; representation in sustainability terms of the physical campus;
references to community involvement/partnerships around sustainability;
sustainable transport references; references to materials usage and to
sustainable procurement; representation of people in interaction as they take
forward institutional sustainability commitments and focuses; overall impression
of sustainability adherence and commitment.
One researcher focused on image analysis of artifact data while another focused
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on textual analysis and the juxtaposition and synergies of text and image. Their
initial analyses and findings were brought together and discussed at a meeting of
the Centre for Sustainable Futures Research Team on 7 March 2008.
In answering research question 6 (p. 2), a meeting with the Document Production
Manager, and an interview with the Head of Marketing and Communications
(Undergraduate and Postgraduate Marketing), at the University of Plymouth were
undertaken. A request to universities and colleges that have investigated
changes in the production of their student prospectus in terms of an online
version, reduced print version, DVD or CD-ROM replacement, was put out on the
EAUC mailing list on 11 March 2008. A small-scale telephone/e mail survey was
undertaken in March 2008 to find out about other UK universities‟ prospectus
production, 18 universities responding to the survey by 31 March 2008 (see
Appendix 2, p. 54, for survey questions).
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Semi-Structured Interview Schedule for Case Studies
1. What are the rationales and motivations behind your university‟s/college‟s
decision about marketing its sustainability credentials?
2. To what degree do you consider yourself as a university/college that
promotes or markets its sustainability credentials?
3. What is the structure in place for marketing at your university/college?
4. a) Since you have started to market your university‟s/college‟s
sustainability credentials what have been the benefits in the following
areas, if any?
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Student – recruitment, retention, satisfaction and graduate
employability
Staff – recruitment, retention, satisfaction
Curriculum
Campus
University/College community relationship
Organisational structure and management
Culture and ethos of your university/college

b) In particular has there been a change in the student or/and staff
recruitment strategy associated with your marketing sustainability
initiative? If so, please could you explain?
5. Do you have any qualitative or quantitative data which shows the positive
effects of your marketing initiative regarding the university‟s/college‟s
sustainability credentials, including student recruitment? If so, would you
share some of the key information please?
6. What have been the barriers encountered in marketing/branding your
university/college‟s sustainability credentials, if any?
7. In connection with marketing your university‟s/college‟s sustainability
credentials have there been any changes to greening the supply chain
regarding the production of marketing materials? If so, please could you
explain?
8. With regard to the promotion of your sustainability credentials what are the
areas you would like to develop more?
9. Based on your experience so far, what advice would you give to a
university/college wishing to market its sustainability credentials?
10. If there are any other important points that have not been explored
through these questions can you address them?

Appendix 2: Telephone/Email Survey Questions for UK Universities
regarding Print Alternatives
1. What forms do you have the current (2008) prospectus available in: paper;
on-line; and/or CD-ROM? If you have the prospectus in different forms,
what are the approximate proportions for the different forms?
2. Is the prospectus currently printed: locally; within the region; within the UK;
within Europe and/or elsewhere ?
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3. Is the prospectus printed on recycled paper? If so, is this information
stated on the prospectus and what percentage of the paper is recycled?
4. Are there any plans to remove the paper choice of prospectus in the
future? If so, what form is the prospectus likely to take?
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