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1 Introduction 

 
The objectives of this research were as follows: 
 

 To enable universities and other HE providers within the UK, Australia and New Zealand to 
benchmark their marketing and communications resources, structures, priorities and 
activities. 

 
 To highlight and explain where possible, any variance between the three countries in terms 

of the development of marketing and communications practice. 
 

 To reflect whether differences within the sample, in terms of practice or priorities are 
primarily a function of nature, size or country of location.    

 
 To stimulate debate about the development of education marketing and communications, 

its role in the sector and its contribution to wider goals 
 
The method and sample were as follows: 
 
The survey was developed by our staff working in all three locations, informed by previous 
research undertaken by TKP and others.  
 
Directors of Marketing and Communications in the UK, Australia and New Zealand were invited to 
complete an online early in 2008.  
 
A total of 58 respondents provided responses (28%). The sample is skewed to the UK – 
accounting for almost three quarters of the sample. However as the table shows this in part reflects 
the number of HE institutions in the UK as the range of response across the three countries was 
not that great (21%-31%). 
 
Table 1 – Region penetration 

Region Sample Population  
of HEIs 

Penetration 

UK 42 114 35% 

Australia 10 38 26% 

New Zealand 6 28 21% 
 
The sample included an even split of established research led universities and modern universities 
and colleges. 
 
Table 2 – Type of institution breakdown 

Type of Institution Number % of  
Sample 

Large research led (Russell Group or Go8) 7 12% 

Established research intensive (94 Group or IRU) 21 35% 

Modern university (post 1992, ATN or NGU) 23 40% 

College (GuildHE member in UK or Polytechnic in New Zealand)  7 12% 
 
The percentages given throughout the report relate to the response rate to the individual question 
and all non-response has been excluded (although we have highlighted any areas where there 
was an exceptionally high rate of non-response). There are a number of explanations for non-
response: 
 
 
 



1. The question required knowledge outside of the respondents‟ remit. 
2. The information was considered to be confidential. 
3. Questions are layered thus an answer to a previous question may restrict ability to answer 

subsequent questions. For example, questions about KPIs are not relevant to those saying 
that they do not have a strategic plan. 

4. Survey fatigue. 
 
 



2 Executive Summary and Conclusions 

 
Summary 
 
This paper reports findings from a survey of directors of marketing or communications in 58 
universities and other higher education institutions in New Zealand, the UK and Australia. The 
sample was evenly split between established research led universities and more modern, teaching 
focussed institutions.  
 
The UK and Australian institutions represented were, on average, of a similar size, based on 
student and staff numbers and their overall income, but the New Zealand institutions (polytechnics 
as well as universities) were much smaller. Another feature of the sample was that the Australian 
and New Zealand institutions were typically multi-campus in nature, whereas those in the UK were 
not.   
 
Management Reporting and Support 
 
Marketing and Communications was the most common title adopted by the departments that the 
directors responding to the survey led. 
 
Six in ten of the respondents (i.e. lead communications or marketing professional) directly report to 
a member of the senior executive (board level). The proportion was higher in the UK but in 
Australia and New Zealand the respondents were more likely to report directly to the Vice 
Chancellor or CEO. Overall just one in five is a “member of the board” and this seems to be typical 
in New Zealand, probably reflecting the smaller institutions and a flat management structure. 
However overall, directors of marketing or communications were nearly twice as likely to be part of 
the executive management group if they worked within research intensive/established universities 
as in modern universities/colleges. The main benefits of them being on the board, according to the 
respondents, included the facilitation of a more market based and a more strategic approach to 
decision-making and earlier interventions – i.e. a proactive rather than reactive approach. 
 
A quarter reported having scheduled weekly meetings with the VC or CEO. In total just over half 
had at least a regular meeting once a month but only half of these thought the meetings were very 
productive. However 30% have no such scheduled meetings. 
 
Encouragingly eight in ten thought there was at least some understanding of the nature and value 
of marketing amongst the executive team. Australian respondents were the least positive. 
 
Strong support from senior executive teams in developing marketing/communications plans and 
executing them was reported by only 30% although most were generally supportive. UK executive 
boards were reported to be the most supportive and New Zealand boards the least supportive.  
 
The directors felt that areas of strong professional practice in the sector included branding (visual 
and graphic identity and visual presentation) and PR (including media relations and publications). 
 
Professional Reflections 
 
Areas where practice lagged behind other sectors included product and service development, 
internal communications, relationship management, marketing strategy and buy in for greater 
institutional focus and the brand. 
 
Less than 10% rated their institution as having a strong customer service orientation. By self-
assessment, New Zealand considered itself the strongest (a function of size and local focus) and 
Australia the weakest on this measure. Respondents from modern universities/colleges were only 
slightly more positive than those from research intensive/established universities. 
 



An even lower proportion rated their institution strong in terms of market orientation, with just a 
quarter rating it strong/relatively strong. In contrast to service orientation, the Australian‟s rated 
their institutions marginally higher than those from the UK and New Zealand. Surprisingly, 
respondents from research intensive/established universities were slightly more positive about their 
market orientation than modern universities/colleges. Is this a product of respondent expectation or 
are research universities more focussed and operating within a more defined and perhaps more 
stable market space?  
 
Marketing/Communications Management 
 
Respondents were then asked: In an ideal world, and given the nature and objectives of their 
institution, what would they change to make the organisation more effective in its current markets? 
In the marketing and communications arena three themes stood out: 
 

 Developing of the brand key messages (positioning and differentiation) 

 Greater investment in market research, particularly to inform the development of 
programmes 

 More centralisation of overt marketing/communications functions 
 
In terms of the main challenges and opportunities the following themes emerged: 
 

 Increased returns and efficacy  

 Increasing the buy in for strategy integrated marketing 

 Web and e-marketing and communications 

 Responding to demographic and lifestyle change through product and service development 

 Creating differentiation 

 International competition 
 
We have highlighted two boxes in red as they connect – some respondents clearly made the 
connection between the dramatic changes in demography and the need to review the service offer 
of the institution so as to remain relevant and attractive. 
 
Other key challenges at the institution-level noted by several respondents included 
internationalisation and competition, the challenge of differentiation (focus) and relationships with 
business. 
 
In terms of the structure of marketing and communications similar proportions reported centralised, 
co-ordinated and fragmented models to be in place,  with Australian respondents more likely to 
report a fragmented structure and research/established universities more likely to operate an 
integrated structure (this may reflect the greater focus on communications rather than a wider 
scope to include integrated marketing). Where structural change was evident this was most likely 
to be from a fragmented structure to a co-ordinated structure. 
 
The top five areas that directors of marketing or communications have lead responsibility for are: 
 

1. Managing the brand identity (98%)  
2. Media relations (90%)  
3. Domestic student recruitment – prospectuses and related media (88%)  
4. Corporate publications including annual report (83%)  
5. Website content and design (79%)  

 
In modern universities/colleges the marketing director or one of their team is much more likely to 
take the lead in creating promotional materials for commercial services to business. Training 
academics in media interviews and/or presentation ranked more highly for research/established 
universities. 
 



Three quarters reported that their institution attempts to maintain a systematic central database of 
prospective student enquiries to aid subsequent conversion activity and marketing analysis. 
However, only half of these (about a third of the whole sample) thought it to be well managed. 
Practice seems to be less well embedded in Australia. 
 
The areas most likely to be outsourced included: 
 

 Print for major publications 

 Market research 

 HR advertising  

 International recruitment 

 Brand advertising 
 
The most common to be managed in house were: 
 

 Call centre – student enquiries  

 Political/corporate affairs  

 PR/media relations  
 
The UK has the largest marketing and student recruitment teams. This probably reflects the degree 
of competition in the UK for domestic students. By contrast, Australian universities have slightly 
larger communications teams. In terms of international teams Australia and the UK are very similar 
– this will surprise UK readers who may have thought the former would have significantly greater 
resource. 
 
New Zealand and the UK have much larger central teams for commercial services than Australia. 
This may be a product of public policy on employer engagement. Australia has set aside more staff 
resource for alumni relations that the UK. In New Zealand this area is less well developed. The 
pattern for fundraising mirrors that for alumni. 
 
Overall, the area where staff posts have increased most was in communications (including PR, 
political affairs publications, web, design and media). Australian universities have been more likely 
to be growing their staffing, especially in fundraising and communications roles. They were also far 
more likely than their UK and NZ counterparts to have been increasing staff in alumni relations.  
 
In terms of investment and creating additional posts over the next 12-24 months, marketing and 
student recruitment (including enquiry handling, conversion, market research, outreach and 
events) is the most likely area to grow in all three countries, followed by continued investment in 
communications posts.  
 
Research intensive/established universities reported that they are more likely to invest in 
communications, international and fundraising staff in the next 12 to 24 months than modern 
universities/colleges, who were more likely to invest in commercial services and alumni relations. 
However, marketing and student recruitment staff posts were one of the most likely for both 
groups.  
 
Marketing at Faculty or Department Level 
 
Three quarters reported that at least some of the academic units (departments, schools or 
faculties) at their institution had some marketing/communications staff to support or manage local 
marketing activities. Only three reported there being no such staff. There was little variation by 
geography. Those from modern universities/colleges were more likely to report that most of their 
academic units had marketing/communications staff to support or manage local marketing 
initiatives whereas the great majority of those working in research intensive/established universities 
said that some academic units have dedicated marketing/communications.  
 



There was a mixed response to the question regarding the perceived ideal approach to organising 
marketing and communications to address both corporate and departmental needs. Having locally 
placed staff supported by a central team was the most preferred and a fully centralised structure 
the least favoured – yet this seems to be what most directors desired based on earlier responses?   
 
The most common mechanisms to encourage a planned and integrated approach to marketing 
activities between central departments and academic units were committees or forums. New 
Zealand respondents were much more likely to report that central personnel were active in shaping 
the marketing/communications for academic departments.   
 
In only half of the institutions was it reported that directors have a good or excellent relationship 
with academics and their managers – e.g. heads of department and less than one in ten reported 
excellent relations. The most typical relationship was one that was workable. Relations appear to 
be marginally stronger in the research intensive/established universities. 
 
Marketing and Communication Budgets 
 
The average budget (excluding salaries) for domestic corporate marketing and communications 
was £1.2m, AU$2.1m and NZ$1.8m. UK domestic budgets appear to be consistently higher. We 
feel that this reflects the relative level of competition, the cost of marketing in the UK and the fact 
that the market is more national than state or regional.  
 
Overall the budgets represent 1.3% of institutional income and there was some weak correlation 
with size, indicating some evidence of economies of scale as the smaller New Zealand institutions 
spend more than the larger Australian counterparts. The proportion of annual institution income 
dedicated to marketing/communications activities tended to be higher in modern 
universities/colleges than in research/established universities.  
 
Around half reported that the marketing and communications budget is primarily based on the last 
year‟s budget, which is a rather antiquated method. Australians seem to rely more on the process 
of negotiation than those in the other two countries. Although it takes greater time and effort we 
would recommend the zero budgeting approach but not on an annual basis. Respondents agreed 
that zero budgeting based on planning/task needs would be most appropriate 
 
Planning, Review and Development 
 
In 9 out of 10 cases there is a formal marketing and communications plan in place. For the UK and 
Australia around half reported that there is an overall strategy covering the whole institution – this 
is less evident in New Zealand. 
 
Six in ten said that at their institution there was marketing/student recruitment/ communications 
targets or KPIs agreed with the senior executive but most thought that these were not always 
realistic or easy to evaluate. Less than a third thought that they had realistic SMART (specific, 
measurable, achievable, realistic, time-based) objectives. Notably these were all UK respondents.  
 
Just over half of directors are required to provide regular reports on progress and achievement to 
the senior executive team, mainly on a monthly or quarterly basis. Only a tiny proportion did not 
report upwards at all. The proportion required to report upwards was higher in Australia with the 
majority on a quarterly basis and much higher in New Zealand with the great majority reporting 
upwards on a monthly basis. 85% of directors of marketing and communications reported being 
appraised by their manager at least once per year. This was consistent across the three countries. 
 
Tactical user evaluation of marketing or communications activities was most evident in relation to 
the university website, prospectuses or similar brochures but research on attrition through research 
with those who drop out was not commonplace. UK universities are more likely to evaluate a range 
of marketing activities than their Australian and New Zealand counterparts. Research 
intensive/established institutions were more likely than modern universities/colleges to have 



undertaken alumni surveys, staff surveys and mystery shopping exercises. Modern 
universities/colleges were more likely to have completed user evaluations of prospectuses and 
websites, research with those who dropped out and to have benchmarked their marketing or 
communications practices against others.   
 
In terms of staff development the key developments for marketing and communications teams in 
the near future were identified as being e-marketing, use of digital media (particularly in the UK) 
market research and strategy development. 
 
The Director Profile 
 
Australian directors are the best remunerated. This may reflect the size of the institution in which 
they work, but not necessarily the size of the resource they manage. New Zealand directors are 
paid the least and this probably reflects both the size of the HEIs and their resources managed. 
 
The median age for a director of marketing or communications is 45-49. The average age was 46. 
There is an even split in terms of gender. Almost two thirds had previously worked in private sector 
marketing/communications and four in ten had worked in similar roles in the public sector. Over 
three quarters acquired their current position via external appointment. Nearly half have 
postgraduate qualifications with about 9 in 10 having at least a first/bachelors degree. Two thirds 
hold a marketing or communications qualification (academic or professional) and just over half are 
full members of a relevant marketing or communications professional body. 
 
Conclusions 

 
The sample size requires that only indicative conclusions may be drawn. We offer the following 
based on our findings and in the context of on going work and extensive experiences in the field: 

 
We can detect recurring patterns of stratification in the approach and emphases in marketing 
and communications dependent on the „type‟ of institution. Research intensive/established 
institutions vary in a number of ways to modern universities/colleges e.g. they are more likely to 
have undertaken alumni surveys, staff surveys and mystery shopping exercises.  
 
Neither university type fully utilizes directors‟ marketing skills in  the sense of market 
intelligence in the board room and across the Schools – i.e. curriculum development, fee 
setting, academic entry pricing, etc – i.e. all the key variables that reinforce positioning and 
make the organisation attractive to its markets.  
 
Despite being very well remunerated, with often significant private sector expertise, a third of 
directors rarely meet with their VC, and over most are not on SMT. Marketing and 
communications directors who are on SMT report a greater sense of proactive marketing and 
strategic communications takes place. Here they are fundamental to academic business 
decision making and message setting, rather than the provider of end point activities about 
„packaging‟ and spin 
 
There appears more focus on institutional brand and corporate identity in the overall approach 
to marketing in Australian and New Zealand institutions than in the UK. This may be a 
reflection of understanding of marketing and strategic communications at both the Directorate 
level but also at the wider institutional (management) level.  
 
Levels of conceptual understanding about marketing and communications would seem to be 
closely related to integration difficulties for marketers into typically non marketing areas in 
higher education institutions. In essence, the breadth and focus of marketing activities 
(strategic and tactical) that are practiced send out clear messages to others within the 
institution about the place and relevance of marketing. Cultural understanding and acceptance 
among non-marketing staff remain central to integration and in Australia perhaps more than UK 



there is a gulf widening which is directly linked to the nature of the prioritised marketing 
practices.  

 
The more recent move by many institutions into fundraising as a derivative of alumni relations, 
as opposed to a more genuine focus on the past student as a source of market intelligence, 
relationship building, and entry into future and prospective markets (e.g. employers) , can be 
argued to have accentuated this situation in some ways. There appears an overreliance on the 
US like model of graduate alumni relations emerging in Australia and New Zealand and even 
the UK, in part driven by inputs of large US based associations, which seems somewhat 
inapplicable outside only the most affluent alumni. This has created high internal funding 
expectations from management which are rarely able to be met, further damaging the 
positioning of marketing and communications and more generally, institute-wide relations. 

 
The relative success and perceived reputation of Australian higher education institutions in 
international student recruitment appears to continue, despite an apparent under resourcing in 
this area. It might be concluded that a natural advantage in terms of geographical location and 
proximity continues to support this? The picture in relation to internationalisation of higher 
education institutions is less convincing. 

 
The now substantial levels of marketing and communications salaries (e.g. at Director level), 
and overall budgets and will be increasingly tested and scrutinized to see evidence that they 
impact. We think many HEIs are vulnerable on this front and must put in place tracking and 
evaluation procedures that validate content and mediums of their marketing approach. We note 
from the research that there are only modest levels of formal ongoing evaluation of the return 
on this investment from marketing by senior managers. The tensions around allocation of 
resources to marketing, and on what basis they should be determined, continue to build. There 
is little doubt that many institutions are still not meaningfully evaluating their own marketing 
activities, let alone undertaking any longer term institutional wide impact of their work in areas 
such as institutional reputation and program alignment. 

 
Research intensive universities are also prioritizing on fundraising, suggesting their desire to 
keep abreast of the US model.  

 

At the same time, one of the commonest problems shared by the UK and Australia is in internal 
communications, but directors do not currently prioritize that as a budgetary area 
 
There has been a continuation of diversity in structural arrangements for marketing and 
communications - more centralized versus devolved arrangements. We have seen both 
operational models work relatively effectively - this is something of a contextual issue rather 
than one on which can be prescriptive. However it does serve to highlight the ongoing 
challenge and complexity of marketing gaining traction/integration (finding its place) beyond 
traditional activity in higher education. The personal relation skill sets as well as the 
organisational understandings of the staff involved in roles that seek to take an integrative 
purpose is critical here but under recognised in our estimation. The preparation of marketing 
staff via induction, their ongoing professional development, and internal communications about 
the broader workings of the institution (in the loop) are being tested in this context. Typically the 
complexities of these issues are underestimated by management and also HR in relation to 
marketing - again a manifestation of conceptual simplicity toward marketing . The issue has 
been yet further complicated in recent years by multi campus arrangements! 
 
Related to the above point is professional development for education marketers beyond their 
traditional strengths and perspectives (what they bring into a higher education via their prior 
experience). The broader issue for us all is how to advance and share understandings and 
impact of marketing concepts in a high education environment e.g. how to work successfully 
and support academics, advise SMT on defining and accessing student markets- these 
remains the big issues beyond a narrow and detached function which often lacks levels of 
fulfillment for professional marketers- sufficient to attract and keep them in the sector.  



 
Issues and frustrations with student data management systems were again found to be 
prevalent. In some ways, this also underpins the relative disconnect between marketing and 
the actual student experience (journey). A classic example is the inability of many universities 
to track individuals from enquiry to post-graduation to aid both targeting and evaluation of 
marketing activities in a more meaningful way.  



3 The Size and Nature of the Institution 

 
Respondents were asked to indicate the number of students at their institution (FTEs or EFTs). 
The responses ranged from 1,600 to 35,000, with an overall average of 13,834 and median of 
3,500. Average and medians are provided by geography in the table below. This indicates that 
Australian universities are typically larger on this measure (published data would confirm this) and 
that New Zealand HEIs are smaller, particularly the polytechnics that make up the great majority of 
HE providers. In all three countries there are roughly one university for every 0.5m population.  
 
Table 3 – Student numbers 

 Sample  Average Median 

UK 38 13,355 13,500 

Australia 8 19,330 15,865 

New Zealand 6 8,395 4,487 
 
Respondents also provided details of annual institution income and total staff numbers, which are 
presented in the tables below. This largely reflects the student numbers above. 
 
Table 4 – Annual institution income 

 Sample  Largest Average Median 

UK 33 £330m £116m £118m 

Australia 8 AU$752m AU$300m AU$280m 

New Zealand 5 NZ$600m NZ$165m NZ$84m 
 
Table 5 – Staff numbers (including PT) 

 Sample  Largest Average Median 

UK 35 5,500 2,115 2,000 

Australia 9 4,000 2,292 2,000 

New Zealand 6 4,400 1,207 600 
 
Only a third of the institutions included in the sample had a single domestic campus. The number 
of sites may be relevant to the way marketing and communications is organised, and clearly will 
have an impact on the priority for good internal communications with staff and students. In this 
context we noted that almost a third had four or more domestic campuses. The propensity for the 
multi-campus model is much higher in Australia and New Zealand than in the UK. This is primarily 
a function of population density and distribution. 
 
Table 6 – Domestic campuses (all sample) 

 
 
 



4 Management Reporting and Support 

 
Management Structure 
 
We asked for details of the title of the department(s) that had the lead institution-wide responsibility 
for marketing, communications and student recruitment. 
 
Marketing and Communications was the most common title. Others in Australian and New Zealand 
universities include Marketing and Liaison, Marketing and Public Relations, External Relations and 
Advancement and Communications. 
 
There were a number of titles for the UK universities in the sample. Examples of terms used aside 
from Marketing and Communications include: 
 

 Advancement 
 External Relations 
 Corporate Relations 
 Student Recruitment and Admissions 
 Academic Registry 

 
Over two-thirds (69%) thought that the departmental title accurately denoted the scope of current 
activities/responsibilities. Only half of the Australian respondents thought this to be the case, 
whereas all those from New Zealand agreed that the title accurately reflected the scope of activity. 
 
Six in ten of the respondents (i.e. lead communications or marketing professional) directly reported 
to a member of the Senior Executive (level 2 assuming the vice chancellor is level 1). This 
proportion was higher for the UK (70%). However the result is explained by the response showing 
that Australian and New Zealand directors were more likely to report directly to the Vice Chancellor 
than counterparts in the UK.  
 
Overall two thirds (67%) would describe themselves as a level 3 managers i.e. on the wider 
management team whereas a fifth (19%) were level 2 i.e. on the smaller executive board level 
team. Proportions describing themselves as level 2 were much higher for New Zealand – however 
it is important to note the relatively small sample here (6) and the fact that these are much smaller 
organisations with presumably flatter management structures. 
 
Directors of Marketing or Communications were nearly twice as likely to be part of level 2 
management (i.e. on the executive management group) if they worked within research 
intensive/established universities (24%) than in modern universities/colleges.  
 
Where the senior marketer/communicator was not part of the Executive Management Team, 
respondents were asked to describe what value and benefit they think would be derived from 
having a professional marketer or communicator on the institution‟s executive team. The main 
themes that emerged were that this would facilitate a more strategic approach to decision-making 
that had market relevance and that intervention would occur at an earlier stage rather than, as it 
seems to be currently, too late for proactive measures. Extracts are provided below. 
 
Comments from UK respondents: 
 

 customer and commercial world perspective 
 marketing and communications factors would be more likely to be considered in 

business decisions generally 
 overcome the old fashioned/limited view of marketing 
 strategic perspective 
 lack of market oriented assessment leads to non-strategic decision making 
 the opportunity to head off inappropriate marketing/comms ideas 
 opportunity to introduce a marketing perspective to decision making 



 ensure communications issues around difficult decisions (redundancy etc) are 
addressed at an early stage 

 market insight and influence meeting customer expectations/needs 
 put the students/consumer at the centre of policies 
 market and stakeholder audience considerations would have a more direct and 

significant impact on strategic decisions 
 reputation and comms impacts of decisions considered as part of a more holistic 

process rather than after the decision has been made 
 ensuring the market impact of academic decisions are fully appreciated before they 

are determined 
 greater breadth and understanding of external factors influencing the development 

of the organisation 
 strategic input into key decisions at an early stage 

 
Comments from Australian respondents: 
 

 opportunity to inject a marketing/communications/brand perspective more often and 
earlier 

 external focus/market focus/customer focus 
 direct input into strategy and implementation 
 maintain marketing/customer focus 

 
Comments from New Zealand respondents: 
 

 more creative innovative approach to problem solving 
 provide an understanding of the marketing function 
 develop marketing budgets with senior management 
 develop strategic aims 

 
Those who reported that they are part of the smaller executive team were asked what value and 
benefit they thought they did bring to broad-level discussions and decision-making. Comments 
here are in line with those above. 
 
Comments from UK respondents: 

 ensure marketing and comms considerations are taken into account when broad 
strategic decisions are made 

 no other department spends as much time as we do considering who our students 
will be 

 contribute to the strategy of key projects 
 a focus on the external to the internal decisions of the decisions of the University  
 champion the use of data in decision making 

 
Comments from Australian respondents: 
 

 insight into the marketplace and positioning of the institution 
 assisting and guiding institutional strategy 
 marketing support for university strategies 
 stewardship, governance and development of university brand 
 supporting student recruitment agenda 
 promoting university research profile 
 developing foundations for alumni engagement and philanthropic activity 

 
Comments from New Zealand respondents: 
 

 focus on the customer – student and the wider community 
 experience in a wide number of areas 

 



Meetings with the VC 
We asked how regularly the directors of marketing or communication had scheduled meetings with 
the Vice-Chancellor or CEO. This was both a means of evaluating senior management focus on 
this area, but also perhaps how influential directors are within the sector. 
 
There were no cases of scheduled meetings on a daily basis to discuss marketing, 
communications or related issues, report progress or develop plans. However this did not preclude 
ad hoc meetings as needs arose. Nonetheless a communications director might expect to be 
involved with the daily diary and issues meetings that many CEO would have each morning? 
Perhaps this is less prevalent in higher education than in faster moving commercial sectors?  
 
A quarter of the sample reported having scheduled weekly meetings and almost another third 
(29%) monthly; the remainder (just over half) had at least regular monthly meetings with the leader. 
By contrast, a staggering 3 in 10 reported that such meetings are rarely or never scheduled.  
 
Of those that have such scheduled meetings only half (48%) considered they were “very 
productive” and a further four in ten “somewhat productive”. So, the greater majority saw them as 
having some value (we trust the vice chancellor or principal felt likewise). There was little 
geographical variation in these results.  
 
Comments from those who think these meetings to be productive focussed on obtaining support 
from the VC for marketing projects/initiatives (authority to act) and ensuring the VC was up-to-date 
with marketing/communications activities and success. 
 
Perhaps those that found these meetings less productive than is optimal might reflect on whether 
they manage them as effectively as they might? Respondents believing these meetings to be not 
very or not at all productive provided the following comments: 
 

 Due to slow response in getting answers to initiatives and questions 
 They relate to what's uppermost in the VC's mind at the time, which may seem to 

that person to have something to do with marketing 
 Serve merely to lend an air of consultative and democratic behaviour to an 

essentially autocratic regime  
 My line manager would be uncomfortable with too much direct contact between 

myself and the VC (out of the loop). 
 Our VC tends to get bogged down in operational issues and so seeing him isn't that 

helpful.  I DO however have regular meetings with my PVC that are very helpful and 
more strategic. 

 
SMT‟s understanding of marketing 
The success or otherwise of meetings with the VC relate directly to the next issue we explore: 
In your judgement, how well does the senior executive team as a whole understand the concept of 
marketing and how it applies to education?  
 
Overall eight in ten (82%) thought there was at least some understanding amongst the executive 
team. This is surely the minimum one might anticipate within a modern market economy for higher 
education? The UK respondents were more likely to report a very good understanding but also little 
to no understanding, which suggests some polarisation and stratification. It may come as a 
surprise to many that it was the Australian respondents that were the least positive about their 
senior team having a very good understanding on this measure, given the success of the 
Australian HE sector in promoting its more aggressive commercial style of market development.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Chart 1 – Understanding of marketing within the executive team 

 
Management Support 
 
Chart 2 below shows the perceived level of support from senior executive teams in developing 
marketing/communications plans and executing them. Respondents from the UK were the most 
positive with 44% thinking their senior executive team is very supportive. In contrast, none of the 
six respondents from New Zealand thought their senior executive teams to be very supportive. 
There was little difference here between research led/established universities and modern 
universities/colleges. 
 
Chart 2 – Support in marketing/communications 
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Those who felt they had a very supportive executive team provided the following insight: 

 
 I've had approval to proceed on all of my plans that I put forward to Executive. 
 Significant input into new university Strategy - work with Deputy VC on marketing 

strategy and plans. Also relatively new and very enlightened VC. 
 Some members of the Exec team understand it very well, others less so (as one 

would expect). Those that do are very supportive - and all members of the team 
appreciate that we are operating in a market environment. 

 Marketing at this institution is in its infancy and there is an acceptance of the need 
to develop the function to support the University's strategic objectives.  

 Very supportive. I receive support from colleagues including financial support to 
develop the Division. 

 Very supportive indeed if such plans are judged fully aligned with previous diktats 
 Clear strategic direction in planning major campaigns, additional resources, regular 

input on various marketing matters. 
 Accepting that there is a balance to be struck they are always willing to help by 

meeting or visiting overseas partners and 'facilitating' agreements between the 
department and faculties where necessary. 

 We devise communications plans to underpin key initiatives which are then 
implemented in conjunction with those appropriate managers. 

 
A key theme amongst those who felt their senior executive team were less supportive was a lack of 
understanding of marketing, what functions the department undertake and how this can be used to 
aid corporate level decision-making etc:  
 
There is an entrenched attitude that marketing is little more than placing adverts. 

 



5 Professional Reflections 

 

Policy, Practice and Orientation 
 
We asked for examples of strong policy and practice in terms of marketing and communications at 
the institution level – where respondents were confident it was on a par with best practice in other 
relevant sectors. Of course we have no way of validating whether these perceptions are accurate 
within the scope of this survey so we report here for interest only. No clear themes emerged from 
New Zealand and even within Australia and the UK there was no consistent themes. Several 
respondents mentioned those reported here: 
 
UK key themes: 
 

 Graphic design 
 Social networking, digital marketing and the use of new media 
 Enquiry management and CRM 
 PR and media relations 
 Student recruitment publications 
 Knowledge of student decision-making and recruitment being a culture and not just relying 

on promotion 
 Branding 

 
Australia 
 

 Branding 
 PR and media 

  
We then asked for examples of marketing and communications that were felt to be poorly 
developed or deficient relative to other sectors.  
 
UK 
 

 Product development 
 Internal communications 
 Web and its use in CRM 
 Lack of focus and agreement on key messages/positioning/brand buy in 

  
Australia 
 

 Internal communications 
 Relationship marketing with stakeholders 

  
New Zealand  
 

 Marketing strategy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



New Zealand respondents were most positive in terms of their institutions‟ customer service 
orientation. None of the Australian respondents scored their institution as strong on this measure 
and were the only group to have instances of the weakest rating. 
 
Chart 3 – Customer service orientation 

 
 
In terms of customer service, respondents from modern universities/colleges were only slightly 
more positive than those from research intensive/established universities. 
 
Chart 4 – Customer service orientation by type of institution 
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In contrast to the above, Australian respondents were the most positive (overall) sub-group of the 
sample here in terms of market orientation, although no respondents from Australia allocated their 
institution the highest score.  
 
Chart 5 – Market orientation 

 
Surprisingly, respondents from research intensive/established universities were slightly more 
positive about their market orientation than modern universities/colleges. Is this a product of 
respondent expectation or that research universities are more focussed and operate within a more 
defined and perhaps more stable market space?  
 
Chart 6 – Market Orientation by type of institution 
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Respondents were then asked in an ideal world, and given the nature and objectives of their 
institution, what would they change to make the organisation more effective in its current markets?  
 
The key themes are included in the table below. The most frequently mentioned are highlighted in 
red. These reflect the early findings reported above. 
 
Table 7 – Changes to be more effective in markets 
 

In terms of marketing/communications policy and 
practice 

In terms of wider policies  
And practices 

Development of brand/message and understanding Develop programmes that are market driven 
and on the basis of market research rather than 
academic interest 

Greater investment in market research More willing to make tough decisions 

Centralise marketing/communications functions Focused rather than trying to be everything to 
everyone (brand positioning) 

Better marketing/strategy understanding by academics Develop estate and staff management  

Increase resources for web, new media, CRM Better pricing management1 

Increase institute-wide commitment to communications Get CEO involved in day-to-day policy 

Outsource design services Speedier response to changing markets 

Improve quality of enquiry/admissions at academic 
school level 

Scrutinise more closely those programmes that 
rarely recruit 

Develop internal communications strategy  Accelerate the response to the needs of part-
time students (flexible delivery of programmes 
and out of hours catering) 

 
We also asked what challenges and opportunities are currently facing marking/communications 
staff and the institutions as a whole. Key themes again highlighted in blue. 
 
Table 8 – Challenges and opportunities facing marketers/communicators 
 

Challenges Opportunities 

Achieving increased targets with limited 
resources/budgets 

Web marketing/e-marketing and technology for 
communications 

Increasing understanding/buy in of strategic 
marketing  

Collaborations between faculties and centre to 
develop new programmes and have greater 
promotional impact 

Distraction caused by the un-strategic requests 
from academic groups 

Growing influence and recognition of the impact of 
professionally managed marketing 

Integrating faculty marketing with central marketing Creating a more market-led university 

Focusing the academic community on their market International partnerships to enhance product 
offerings 

Developing institution-wide co-ordinated approach 
to reputation management, marketing and 
recruitment 

Broaden the scope of marketing to include internal 
communications, fundraising and alumni functions 

School-leaver demographics Capitalise on world class strengths and research 
activity 

Working with academic dept‟s to improve practices Greater levels of cross functional team working 

Impact of rising tuition fees Increasing ability to measure/ know the customer 

Lack of integration between marketing, admissions, 
widening participation, international recruitment 

 

                                                 
1
 TKP would define this as marketing, but currently it is rarely within the marketing remit. 



 

Table 9 – Challenges and opportunities facing institutions as a whole 
 

Facing institutions as a whole 

Challenges Opportunities 

Declining demographics 
 

Course development to tap into changing 
lifestyles and demographics 

Changes in government funding/tuition 
fees/economic downturn 

To adopt a greater market driven approach 

To focus externally Becoming better engaged with communities 

Identifying weaknesses and filling the „gaps‟ International postgraduate government 
scholarships 

Employer engagement to develop sustainable 
products whilst differentiating the university 

Growth of income from business and industry 

Tension between quality and volume of students International partnerships and students 

 Utilise relationships with businesses allied to our 
practical and research based teaching 

Improving research profile Significant contribution to global health 

Increase the speed of decision making Genuinely widening participation  

Meeting the demands of stakeholders without them 
driving strategy 

Achieve favourable market position relative to 
competitors 

Achieving team working across all areas  

Competing with other countries on international 
activities; Developing an international profile 

 

 
We have highlighted two boxes in red as they connect – some respondents clearly made the 
connection between the dramatic changes in demography and the need to review the service offer 
of the institution so as to remain relevant and attractive. 
 
Other key challenges at the institution-level notes by several respondents included 
internationalisation and competition, the challenge of differentiation (focus) and relationships with 
business. 
 



6 Marketing/Communications Management 

 

Structure 
 
There was a diversity of response regarding the structure of marketing and communications. A 
similar proportion reported centralised, co-ordinated and fragmented models were in place.  
 
Australian respondents were most likely to report a fragmented structure.  
 
Research/established universities were more likely to operate an integrated structure whilst 
modern universities/colleges were more likely to operate a co-ordinated structure. 
 
In four in ten institutions no obvious change is planned or has occurred in the past two years with 
regard to the nature of the structure for marketing and communications.  
 
Where change was evident change, this was most likely to be from a fragmented structure to a co-
ordinated structure – this is true for the sample as a whole, Australia and the UK.  
 
Chart 7 – Marketing and communications structure 

 
Supplementary comments were provided: 
 

Integrated Co-ordinated Fragmented 
External Relations was created 
following a review of central services 
bringing together admissions, 
recruitment (home and international), 
press and publications (and latterly 
web), events, alumni, design services, 
fundraising and development. I would 
say that there are significant 
advantages to all of these front-end 
operations being managed within one 
department. 

Alumni & Development has recently 
been separated from External 
Relations. This has been a sensible 
move because the department 
would be too big. 

We are about to review what 
we are doing to ensure we are 
efficient. 

Except business and international Departments were restructured out Restructuring may make 
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departments and there is modest contact or co-ordination either at operational or strategic levels



which sit outside the central structure. of an integrated model and into a 
co-ordinated one c18 months ago 

matters worse. 

Subject to earlier caveats that being 
part of such a large multi functional 
service means that marketing & 
student recruitment & admissions can 
get a bit 'lost' as corporate planning is 
at the very broad level of 'external 
affairs' rather than marketing strategy 
in the way in which most institutions 
would define it. In structural terms 
marketing is a sub-set of 
corporate/stakeholder comms when it 
should be the other way around! 

Whilst there is a strong central core 
there is still un-coordinated activity 
within academic schools given our 
very devolved culture. 

This is by design, historically, 
and in a bizarre way represents 
a strong devolution and 
democratic value we hold 

Most is central but each school retains 
student recruitment promotional 
marketing although strategy and 
direction is moving more and more to 
the centre to be facilitated. 

We sometimes move between co-
ordinated and fragmented approach 
to marketing.  We are currently 
being reviewed. 

A restructure is imminent; 
however, it will not be a 
rationally managed process, it 
will be political horse-trading, so 
it may simply move the 
deckchairs about 

  This is likely to change with the 
appointment of a new director 
of marketing. His first priority is 
to review our marketing efforts 
and make recommendations, 
which will lead to structural 
changes and the creation of a 
new marketing department. 

  Marketing and Communications 
and Research/Business 
Services have been reviewed 
recently.  There may be scope 
to make some of the external 
facing activities come together 
more effectively as a result. 

  '"Fragmented" - this is a 
negative definition as dept‟s 
can be stand alone and yet be 
effective with good consultation 
and collaboration. 

 
The comments suggest that several universities are due a review and that, for many, the critical 
thing is that the structures for market and communications reflect the culture of the university more 
widely – centralisation and consolidation is not necessarily appropriate or desirable. See section 7 
for more evidence on this and related issues. 

 
Responsibilities 
 
We presented 38 typical marketing, communications and student recruitment functions/tasks in a 
higher education institution and asked where responsibility lies within the institution using the four 
options in the legend: 
 

 



The top five areas that are the lead responsibility of the director of marketing or communications 
were as listed; there was minimal variation by geography. 
 

1. Managing the brand identity (98%)  
2. Media relations (90%)  
3. Domestic student recruitment – prospectuses and related media (88%)  
4. Corporate publications including annual report (83%)  
5. Website content and design (79%)  

 
The five activities where the director of marketing or communications was least likely to have lead 
responsibility were: 
 

1. Student induction (3%)  
2. Setting academic entry levels for undergraduate programmes (3%) 
3. Setting institute wide student recruitment targets (3%)  
4. Preparing for proposals for major funding bids (5%)  
5. Determining titles of programmes (5%) 

 
The charts below plot these activities/tasks in order of lead responsibility of the respondents. We 
have broken this down to aid interpretation, with Chart 8a representing those activities that typically 
fall under the remit of the director or marketing and communications through to Chart 8c for those 
where typically responsibility lies elsewhere. 
 
Chart 8a – Task responsibility (part 1)  
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Chart 8b – Task responsibility (part 2) 

 

Chart 8c – Task responsibility (part 3) 
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To assess differences in responsibility patterns between research intensive/established universities 
and modern universities/colleges we ranked tasks according to the proportion indicating that they 
(or a member of their team) had lead responsibility. The evident differences between the two sub-
groups are in blue. 
 
In modern universities/colleges the marketing director or one of their team is much more likely to 
take the lead in creating promotional materials for commercial services to business. Training 
academics in media interviews and/or presentation ranked more highly for research/established 
universities indicating that a relatively high proportion of respondents here have lead responsibility 
here. This task ranked 15th out of 38 for modern universities/colleges. 

 
Table 10 Lead responsibility for activities by university type 
  All 

Rank 
MOD 
Rank 

RES 
Rank 

Rank 
Difference 
(M and R) 

Creating promotional materials for commercial services to business 25 19 32 13 

Initiatives to widen student access/social inclusion 24 28 16 12 

Training academics in media interviews and/or presentation 7 14 3 11 

Print and reprographic services 20 25 15 10 

Graduation events 19 16 26 10 

Market evaluation of new programme proposals 26 29 20 9 

Student admissions 28 23 31 8 

Development and fundraising 23 24 17 7 

Setting fees for courses 32 35 29 6 

Setting institute wide student recruitment targets 36 32 38 6 

Media relations 2 5 1 4 

Website content and design 5 4 8 4 

Domestic student recruitment - generating applicant interest/outreach and 
events 

12 8 12 4 

Managing public engagement activities (non-recruitment open events, 
public lectures etc) 

11 9 13 4 

Alumni relations 15 15 19 4 

Managed internal communications - with students 27 27 23 4 

International student recruitment - converting enquirers and applicants 21 20 24 4 

Domestic student recruitment - prospectuses and related media 3 2 5 3 

Enquiry management 14 12 14 3 

Marketing of conference and event facilities 30 30 27 3 

Preparing for proposals for major funding bids 35 37 34 3 

Parental engagement activity (prospective and current students) 13 13 11 2 

Reception/institute front of house 29 26 28 2 

Business development activity - services to business 33 33 35 2 

Managing the brand identity 1 1 2 1 

Corporate publications including annual report 4 3 4 1 

Determining the positioning of the institution relative to competitors 8 7 6 1 

In house design services 6 6 7 1 

Market and stakeholder research 9 10 9 1 

Managed internal communications - with staff 10 11 10 1 

International student recruitment - managing overseas agents 22 22 21 1 

Public affairs/political liaison 17 21 22 1 

International relations e.g. with other HEIs 31 31 30 1 

Determining titles of programmes 34 34 33 1 



Student induction 38 38 37 1 

International student recruitment - managing promotional materials 16 18 18 0 

Setting academic entry levels for undergraduate programmes 37 36 36 0 

Student recruitment conversion activity 18 17 25 8 

 

The following additional activities were identified by respondents as activities they were 
responsible for. 
 
Managing art collection/exhibitions 
Sponsorship 
Development of special campaigns 
Public consultations on campus master planning 
Business Continuity and crisis management 
Domestic partnership development,  
School & College Liaison, & widening participation 
AV Production 
Careers and employability 

Graduation gifts 
Promotion of University research 
Managing credential information (e.g. league 
tables) 
Brand positioning, corporate identity and design of 
the web. 
Crisis management 
Community relations 
Advertising 

 
Enquiry Databases 
 
In terms of enquiry management, around three quarters (76%) of the sample here reported that 
their institution attempts to maintain a systematic central database of prospective student enquiries 
to aid subsequent conversion activity and marketing analysis. However, only half of these thought 
it was well managed.  
 
Table 11 – Enquiry database 

 
 
A greater proportion of respondents from the UK and New Zealand reported that their institution 
had a central enquiry database than in the Australian sample. No Australian respondents said that 
there was a well-managed database. In the majority of Australian cases respondents reported 
plans for this to be introduced. 
 
Outsourcing 
 
The chart below shows the propensity for 11 pre-defined marketing/communications tasks to be 
outsourced or undertaken in house. 
 
HR advertising and the printing of major publications were most likely to be outsourced. The 
majority of HR advertising was outsourced to a retained agency whilst publication printing was 
more likely to be allocated on an ad hoc basis.  
 
The most common areas undertaken in house were: 
 
 Call centre – student enquiries (85%) 
 Political/corporate affairs (80%) 
 PR/media relations (78%) 



Chart 9 – Outsourcing 

 
 
The outsourcing of international recruitment varied the greatest by geography with the UK most 
likely to use a retained agent and those in New Zealand most likely to undertake this in-house.  
 
By contrast, UK respondents were more likely than their counterparts in Australia and New 
Zealand to undertake market research in house. 
 
HR advertising was more likely to be undertaken by a retained agency in the UK and Australia than 
in New Zealand where half of the respondents here said that this would be undertaken in house. 
This may be due to location and volume of recruitment. 
 
The following highlights differences in outsourcing between research intensive/established 
universities and modern universities/colleges. 
 

 The majority in both cases reported using a retained agency for HR advertising 
 

 Modern universities/colleges were more likely to use a retained agency for corporate brand 
advertising.  

 
 A similar proportion of both types use a retained agency for graphic design. There was a 

slightly greater propensity for research intensive/established universities to undertake 
graphic design in house. 

 
 A greater proportion of modern universities/colleges outsource print or major publications 

than is the case in research/established universities. However, a majority both outsource 
this. 

 
 The pattern for market research was identical, with the majority being either ad hoc agency 

commission or in-house (about 40% each). 
 

 All research universities that have a call or enquiry centre have this in house; this is largely 
the case for modern universities too but some outsourcing is evident. 

 

Marketing and Communications Outscourcing
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 Where fundraising activities occur, the majority is undertaken in-house. None of the 
research/established sub-sample reported that they do not undertake fundraising, whereas 
almost half of the modern universities/colleges sample said this. 

 
 Research/established universities are more likely to undertake PR/media relations 

completely in house. Less than 20% of either type uses an agency. 
 

 Modern universities are more likely to use direct marketing and to also outsource this. 
 

 Modern universities/colleges were more likely to use a retained agent for international 
recruitment than research/established universities. 

 
 For the vast majority of both sub-groups, political corporate affairs activities are undertaken 

in house. 
 
The following other outsourced activities were identified: 
 

Alumni strategy and planning 
Copywriting and proof reading 
Podcast production 
Web development 
Media training 
Photography 
CRM technology 



 
The Marketing and Communications Team 
 
Respondents were asked to indicate the number of staff centrally engaged activities. 
 
Table 12 – Staff volume 
 

Area Country Largest Average Median 

Marketing and student recruitment
2
 UK 60 19 15 

Australia 20 12 12 

NZ 20 11 11 

     

Communications, PR, political affairs publications, web 
design and media 

UK 25   8   7 

Australia 12   9 10 

NZ 10   6   5 

     

International recruitment and relations UK 20   8   7 

Australia 15   7   6 

NZ   6   4   3 

      

Commercial services marketing and central sales UK 16   5   3 

Australia   6   1   0 

NZ   8   5   5 

      

Alumni relations UK 12   2   2 

Australia   8   4   3 

NZ   1   1   1 

     

Fundraising UK 12   3   3 

Australia   6   4   4 

NZ   0   0   0 

The responses suggest that: 
 

 The UK has the largest marketing and student recruitment teams. This probably 
reflects the degree of competition in the UK for domestic students whereas in 
Australia and New Zealand, many providers are in isolated discrete markets or in 
urban areas occupy a much clearer market segment/position than in the UK. By 
contrast, Australian universities have slightly larger communications teams.  

 
 In terms of international teams Australia and the UK are very similar – this will 

surprise UK readers who may have thought the former would have significantly 
greater resource. 

 
 New Zealand and the UK have much larger central teams for commercial services 

than Australia. This may be a product of public policy on employer engagement. 
 

 Australia has set aside more staff resource for alumni relations that the UK; in New 
Zealand this area is less well developed. The pattern for fundraising mirrors that for 
alumni. 

 

                                                 
2
 Including enquiry handling, conversion, market research, outreach and events 



The chart below indicates for the total sample how the volume of professional staff has 
changed in the past 12 months in each area. There were few instances of decreases in the 
number of staff. The area with most growth was identified as communications (including PR, 
political affairs publications, web, design and media).  
 
Chart 10 – Professional staff 

 
 
Overall it was most common for Australian universities to be increasing the number of staff, 
especially in fundraising and communications roles. They were also far more likely than their 
UK and NZ counterparts to be increasing staff in Alumni relations.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chart 11 – Staff increases  
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In terms of investment and creating additional posts over the next 12-24 months, marketing 
and student recruitment (including enquiry handling, conversion, market research, outreach 
and events) is the most likely area to grow, followed by continued investment in 
communications posts.  
 
Chart 12 – Future staff increases 
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The chart below plots the „yes‟ proportions by geography. None of the Australian and New 
Zealand respondents reported that they would be creating posts in commercial or 
international roles. Alumni/development is not predicted to lead to new staff positions in New 
Zealand either. Marketing and student recruitment was the most commonly cited area for 
growth in all three regions. 
 
Chart 13 – Future staff increases by country  

 
Research intensive/established universities reported that they are more likely to invest in 
communications, international and fundraising staff in the next 12 to 24 months than modern 
universities/colleges, who were more likely to invest in commercial services and alumni 
relations. However, marketing and student recruitment staff posts were one of the most likely 
for both groups.  
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Chart 14 – Future staff increases by type of institution 

 

7 Marketing and Communications in Faculties & 

Departments 

 
Three quarters of the sample reported that at least some of the academic units 
(departments, schools or faculties) at their institution had some marketing/communications 
staff to support or manage local marketing activities. Only three reported no such staff were 
evident. There was little variation by geography here. 
 
Table 13 – Do academic units have local marketing/communications staff? 

 
 
Those from modern universities/colleges were more likely to report (40%) that most of their 
academic units had marketing/communications staff to support or manage local marketing 
initiatives whereas the majority (75%) of those working in research intensive/established 
universities said that some academic units have dedicated marketing/communications. This 
may reflect the fact that the latter may well have departments that do not feel they need to 
market themselves, certainly in the domestic student market. 
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We asked respondents to comment on what they believed to be the ideal approach to 
organising marketing and communications to address both corporate and local needs, and 
why they think this would be the most effective approach. 
 
As anticipated, there was a mixed response with comments covering the three broad options 
here: 
 

1. A fully centralised approach (20%) 
2. An account management approach whereby centrally located staff are assigned to 

schools/faculties (30%) 
3. Locally placed staff supported by a central team (50%) 

 
The reasons given for preference were as follows: 
 
Centralised 
 

Can control branding, messages etc more effectively 
To ensure professionalism, consistency of message and possibly economies of scale 
To bring greater cohesion, maximise ROI and have more strategic approach 
Can control branding, messages etc more effectively 
Vitally important to create and leverage and synergy 

 
Account Management Model 
 

This is designed to alleviate perceived problems in addressing central and 
School/course marketing needs as well as bring professional marketing skills to bear 
in Schools' activity. 
 
Needs mixed model dependent on needs of academic Schools. 
 
Benefits include: cover for absences; standard approaches (preventing some poor 
performances); economies of scale; preventing 'silo' mentality; career and personal 
development opportunities; opportunity to move people around 'accounts' to 
encourage fresh thinking and broaden expertise; greater use of expertise across the 
institution rather than in one small area. 
 
This would enable quality control with regard to output, sensible training and 
development plans, co-ordination of communications, a better understanding of local 
needs and effective use of budgets 
 
This would ensure a holistic approach whilst maintaining even support for different 
departments. 

 
Localised Model 
  

Allows local resourcing and trust but links to central themes and strategy 
 
Responsiveness to market and faculty needs but benefits of best/common policy and 
practice 
 
This would give the central overview necessary to build effective corporate 
communications, but recognise the way the institution is governed - i.e. the strong 
position of academic schools. 
 



In this way greater response rates should be possible and the resources of central 
marketing and the faculty can be leveraged by the individual schools. 
 
Ensures flexibility and coordinated approach. 
 
This ensures firm and consistent direction whilst avoiding the tendency for individuals 
to have very fragmented roles and/or diverted to other admin duties at short notice. 
 
It makes sense that the overall institutional message is shaped centrally, but we need 
detailed information within department. 

 
However the counter view was illustrated by this comment: 

 
There is still a tendency for cheap and nasty publications to be produced at 
school/dept level using outside print and design units, which do not reflect well on the 
University. Unfortunately we can only persuade rather than enforce standards. 

 
The most common mechanisms to encourage a planned and integrated approach to 
marketing/communications activities between central departments and academic units were 
committees or forums. New Zealand respondents were much more likely to here report that 
central personnel were active in shaping the marketing/communications for academic 
departments.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 14 – Methods to promote integrated marketing/communications between central and 
local teams (not mutually exclusive) 
 

 
 



The picture is less positive when it comes to relations between the central 
marketing/communications departments and individual academics and their academic 
managers such as heads of department. 
 
Only half the respondents report a good or excellent relationship (less than one in ten 
reported excellent relations). The most typical relationship was one that was workable; in 
only one case had the relationships broken down altogether. However the responses 
suggest that this is an area that needs further investment.  
 
Relations appear to be marginally stronger in the research intensive/established universities 
of the sample. Based on the author‟s experience we speculate that the reasons for this may 
be that the structure of marketing/communications is less centralised in more established 
research led universities and more reflects the inherent devolved nature of universities, plus 
the fact that in most cases there is less tension evident to meet short term student 
recruitment targets, with greater emphasis on longer term reputation building based on 
authentic academic values.   
 
Table 15 – Relationship between marketing/communications and academics and academic 
managers 

 

 

We asked respondents to indicate what they believe the key barriers are in terms of internal 
relations, what advice they would give to peers on engaging successfully with academics 
and any examples of good practice: 
 
 
 
 

Barrier Advice/Good Practice 

Large volume of staff and many 
management layers 

Set up formal consultation groups 

Academic staff will complain that 
they don't have time -- they have 
full teaching and research loads.  

If certain academic staff had marketing as part of their jobs 
description and time allocated to them, it would encourage better 
relations. 

Academics are resistant to 
centralisation.  

Listen to their opinions but demonstrate your own good practice. 
Offer help and sometimes finance to build their “business” if they 
are struggling. 

Academics sometimes believe 
that they are expert in everything, 
not just their academic field! 

 

Lack of clear communication and 
collective responsibility. 

 

Communication - sometimes it‟s 
hard to find out what is going on 

 



centrally or in the departments 
and data on the recruitment 
pipeline is not easy to obtain 

Culture clash - inability of 
academics to accept a "just do it" 
approach, and undervaluing of 
professional marketing expertise.  

Meet them more than half way - lots of time and put effort on 
academically sound research to underpin actions. Indulge in 
endless committees and debates - it's slow, but the alternative is 
you will be marginalised. 

 Develop and publicise successful relationships with those who 
pro-actively want to work with you, which leads others to want to 
opt-in to what your team can achieve with them. Recognise that 
some people in academia will never be interested and work 
around them! 

 Find the willing and work with them.  Neutralise the unwilling. 
Deliver consistently and to high standards yourself. 
Be prepared to engage but not roll over (so make sure you have 
the money to do the job). 
Do not engage in fools errands i.e. trying to do the impossible 
with no resource. 

Geographical distribution of the 
institution makes communication 
and informal links difficult. Old 
attitudes and factions based on 
location make interaction/ 
partnership working difficult. 

Training and significant profile building for key managers with 
faculty colleagues is essential. 

 No perfect solution but listening to their concerns is a big part, 
and having the research / data to back up your position is 
another. 

 Tell them what you're going to tell them, tell them, and then tell 
them you told them. 
Insist on respect for our profession as we respect academic 
integrity. 
Provide communications lines and visibly respond to feedback. 
Communicate business performance metrics and successes. 

Lack of clarity over roles  

 Meet them regularly face-to-face and understand their 
commitments. 
 

Structures in Schools are very 
different so knowing who to 
engage with can be a challenge  

You need in-depth knowledge of how different schools 'work' and 
this takes time and experience - difficult for newcomers.  
Be 'visible' in schools; establishing professional credibility with 
academics so they respect and trust us to get on with our jobs in 
supporting them in programme development and student 
recruitment. 

 Fully appreciate and be sensitive to academics‟ workloads and 
avoid duplicating requests for their time. Building regular 
relationships never fails to work. 

There is still an unwillingness - in 
this institution at least - to see 
communications staff as 
professionals who have a lot to 
contribute 

You have to be very flexible and bring people along with you in a 
way that wouldn't necessarily be expected in other industries. 
This can take a lot of time - which might be better spent 
elsewhere, and results in compromises that aren't necessarily 
ideal. 

 Have a leadership team who value good internal 



communications. We hold 'good practice days', we encourage as 
much face to face contact as possible, we publicise successes 

 
 



8 Marketing and Communication Budgets 

 
The following tables detail overall budgets for central domestic marketing, student 
recruitment and communications activities. Table 17 shows budgets converted into local 
currency3. The budget data here refers to revenue budgets and did not include staff salaries 
and related costs. We excluded international recruitment costs because different models 
apply here as earlier data reinforced – many use agents on a commission basis for example 
and thus this is a contingency based costs. Also as many directors of marketing and 
communications are not directly responsible for international and commercial marketing, any 
evidence provided might not have been very robust. We have included in the table the 
largest budget in each country simply to illustrate that there are always outliers than impact 
on averages. We would never endorse the use of this data to leverage additional resources 
from senior management teams – you need to have resources that match your ambitions 
and market conditions. However we respect the fascination that colleagues have for such 
evidence.  
 
Table 16 – Budget 

Country Largest Average Median 

UK £5m £1.2m £0.9m 

Australia AU$3.5m AU$2.1m AU$2m 

New Zealand NZ$4.5m NZ$1.8m NZ$1m 
 
The data, when converted using exchange rates (not wholly reliable of course) we find that 
UK domestic budgets appear to be consistently higher. We feel that this reflects the relative 
level of competition, the cost of marketing in the UK and the fact that the market is more 
national than state or regional.  
 
Table 17 – Average budget conversions  

 UK Australia New Zealand 

In UK £ £1.2m £0.8m £0.6m 

In AU$ AU$3.1m AU$2.1m AU$1.6m 

In NZ$ NZ$3.5m NZ$2.4m NZ$1.7m 
 
29 respondents provided both total annual institution income and marketing budget figures 
allowing us to derive percentage of institute income benchmark figures. This shows an 
average of 1.3% with some possible evidence here of economies of scale as the smaller 
New Zealand HEIs spend more than the larger Australian counterparts. UK data here is 
consistent with evidence from other research studies that show an average spend of 2-3% 
including salaries, and again some weak evidence of economies of scale. 
 
Table 18 – marketing budget as a % of institute income 

Country Average marketing/communications revenue budget 
As % of institute income 

All 1.3% 

New Zealand 2.9% 

UK 1.2% 

Australia 0.6% 
 
Again consistent with other studies, the proportion of annual institution income dedicated to 
marketing/communications activities tended to be higher in modern universities/colleges 
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than in research/established universities. This is likely to be a function of a) the extent to 
which the latter rely on market based income streams such as teaching and consulting, b) 
the greater competition for students in the segments in which they operate and c) the value 
of a stronger reputation that is known to reduce marketing costs (indeed it is a measure of 
reputation) – these universities tend to select more than recruit.    
 
Table 19 - marketing budget as a % of institute income by type of institution 
  Research Intensive/ 

Established Universities 
Modern 

Universities/Colleges 

<1% 9 5 

1-2% 4 4 

2-3% 0 4 

3-5% 1 1 

4-5% 0 1 

 
Around half reported that the marketing and communications budget is primarily based on 
the last year‟s budget which is a rather antiquated method given the increased rate of 
change in student and employment markets, not least the changing fee levels and 
demographics cited by many respondents in this survey. Australians seem to rely more on 
the process of negotiation than those in the other two countries. Although it takes greater 
time and effort we would recommend the zero budgeting approach but not on an annual 
basis.  
 
Table 20 – Budget setting process 

 
 
Other variants: 

 Determined by PVC I&D 

 Plus some individual item negotiation. 

 Total derived as a % of turnover, individual allocations are negotiated. 

 Combination of all of above. 

 Last year plus inflation plus specific items we can bid for in addition (these are 
considered and approved or rejected by the Executive Team) 

 
Respondents were invited to leave comment regarding which approach to budgeting would 
be the ideal. 32 comments were received with a general consensus that zero budgeting 
based on planning/task needs would be most appropriate. A number mentioned using the 



previous year‟s budget as a reference for some elements and also allowing for a 
contingency. 
 



9 Planning, Review and Development 

 
Planning and Reporting 
 
Only 10% reported that there were no formal marketing and communications plans in place 
at their institution - e.g. 3-5 year plan (3 UK and 1 Australia).  
 
For the UK and Australia around half reported that there is an overall strategy covering the 
whole institution – this was less evident in New Zealand. However we would still question the 
extent to which this is truly the case – and we suspect that these plans are still limited in 
scope to cover primarily communications and promotional aspects of marketing and not e.g. 
curriculum development, fee setting, academic entry pricing, etc – i.e. all the key variables 
that reinforce positioning and make the organisation attractive to its markets.  
 
Table 21 – Marketing and communications planning 

 
 
When asked about KPIs six in ten said that at their institution there were marketing/student 
recruitment/ communications targets or KPIs agreed with the senior executive but that these 
were not always realistic or easy to evaluate. Less than a third (28%) thought that they had 
realistic SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, realistic, time-based) objectives. Notably 
these were all UK respondents.  
 
The following explanations for the above were provided: 
 
Yes - but they are 
not always realistic 
or easy to evaluate 

Driven by departments - not always realistic 

Marketing KPI's are set and monitored centrally but schools also set recruitment 
targets which my or may not relate to marketing KPI's. Marketing staff are not 
engaged in assessing/helping set school recruitment targets. 

We tried SMART but many areas that are currently important such as growing 
reputation and visibility are very hard to evaluate effectively. 

Timescales are often (always!) unrealistic and do not take into account an 
integrated approach. 

We focus on meeting annual student load targets 

No The spread of ownership between school, admissions and central marketing 
make meaningful targets difficult, particularly with the intense duration of 
Clearing (last minute recruitment) and its impact on the institution. High-level 



targets are set for the University - my team have individual objectives mainly 
based around delivering change. 

40 respondents provided details regarding how they report to the senior executive. Just over 
half were required to provide regular reports on progress and achievement to the senior 
executive team, mainly on a monthly or quarterly basis. Only a tiny proportion did not report 
upwards at all – they must reveal something about the way that marketing and 
communications is valued. The fact that only half are required to report, even on an annual 
basis, must be disappointing and renders a zero budget approach to resource allocation 
impossible. 
 
The proportion required to report upwards was higher in Australia with the majority on a 
quarterly basis and much higher in New Zealand with the great majority reporting upwards 
on a monthly basis. This means that it is in the UK where, despite higher levels of resources 
being allocated and as we conclude, a more competitive market being evident, there is very 
modest levels of formal ongoing evaluation of the return on this investment by senior 
managers. 
 
Table 22 Reporting to senior executive 

 
 
Review and Evaluation 
 
We asked the respondents to indicate whether this was evaluation of various communication 
and marketing activities as a means of determining value and to inform improvement. User 
evaluation of the website and user feedback on prospectuses or similar brochures was the 
most common evaluative activity undertaken in the past two years.  Research with students 
who drop out was the least frequent with only just over a third (35%) having undertaken this. 
 



Chart 15 – Evaluative Activities 

 
Respondents from the UK were more likely to have undertaken all aspects of evaluative 
activity than their Australian and New Zealand counterparts with the exception of research 
with students who dropped out. None of the New Zealand respondents had carried out 
mystery shopping to evaluate open days or similar events. 
 
Chart 16 – Evaluative Activities by Country  
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Research intensive/established institutions were more likely than modern 
universities/colleges to have undertaken alumni surveys, staff surveys and mystery shopping 
exercises.  
 
Modern universities/colleges were more likely to have completed user evaluations of 
prospectuses and websites, research with those who dropped out and to have benchmarked 
themselves against others.   
 
Chart 17 – Evaluative activities in the last 2 years by type of institution 

 
Other identified evaluative activities were:  
 

 Staff focus groups on development of first staff intranet 

 Brand awareness survey and tracking research 

 Welcome weekend via online survey 

 Student satisfaction questionnaires  

 Graduate (leavers) survey 

 International student experience evaluation and benchmarking 

 Media coverage, by school, sector, media type, story type, subject and positive or 
negative  

 Desk exercises to extract intelligence from available data 

 Syndicated studies into sector and customer trends. 

 Opinion former and stakeholder research 

 Research on study intentions 

 Survey of commencing students on recruitment channels 
 
Staff Development 
 
85% reported that their manager appraised them at least once per year. The results were 
similar for all three geographical sub-samples.  
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Around a third of the sample (65%) managed a budget for the development of their own staff 
rather than these budgets being held by central HR departments. 
 
 
 
 
Chart 18 – Staff Development Budget 

 
 
Other models: 
 

 The budget for department is managed the director of marketing‟s line manager 

 There is both a central and unit budget 

 HR manages training budgets for general management and computer skills training, 
the marketing director for professional marketing training. 

 
Finally, we asked what topics/skills are considered to be the priorities for staff development 
over the next 12-24 months. Details are provided below by country. 
 
UK 
 
The key area here was e-marketing, use of new media, digital and online media etc. Other 
aspects include: 

 Integrated prospect/student journey and experience/CRM 

 Advice and guidance 

 Market research skills 

 Management development 

 Direct marketing 

 Web design 

 Maintaining sector knowledge 

 Copywriting 

 Internal communications 

Staff Development Budget
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New Zealand
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All Sample

There is a staff development budget but it is managed by the HR/Personnel Department

There is no budget for staff development

I manage a budget for the development of my own staff

Other



 Working to targets/KPIs 

 PR 
 

Australia 
 

 Research and data analysis skills 

 Negotiation skills 

 Web design/features 

 Social networking strategies/online/digital marketing 

 Relationship marketing 

 Project/resource management 

 Internal communications 

 Leadership skills 

 Strategy formation 

 Prioritising work loads and time management 
 

New Zealand 
 
Strategic planning stood out here as the key issue; also: 
 

 Report writing skills 

 Software design skills 
 

 



10 The Respondent’s Profile 

 
Respondents were asked to indicate their current salary (excluding bonus or performance 
related pay and pensions/superannuation contributions). Details by country are shown in 
table 23 below. Table 24 shows average salary comparisons when converted into local 
currency4. 
 
The data suggests that Australian directors are the best paid but that this might well reflect 
the size of the institution in which they work, but not necessarily the size of the resource they 
manage. New Zealand directors are paid the least and this probably reflects both the size of 
the HEIs and their resources relative to the others and the nature of the professional labour 
market. 
 
Table 23 – Salaries 

Country Highest Average Median 

UK £78,000 £58,440 £58,000 

Australia AU$240,000 AU$166,625 AU$160,000 

New Zealand NZ$102,000 NZ$78,000 NZ$83,000 
 
Table 24 – Average salary conversions 

 UK Australia New Zealand 

In UK £ £58,440 £76,044 £28,914 

In AU$ AU$127,960 AU$166,625 AU$63,354 

In NZ$ NZ$157,666 NZ$205,182 NZ$78,000 
 
 
Individuals  
 
About half of those who provided gender information were male. Around a quarter of the 
sample was aged 45-49 and this was the median age of the directors in the sample. The 
average age was 46. 
 
Table 25 – Age breakdown 
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Respondents were asked to detail previous working roles. Almost two thirds (63%) had 
previously worked in private sector marketing/communications and four in ten had worked in 
similar roles in the public sector. Over three quarters had acquired their current position via 
external appointment.  
 
 
 
Table 26 – Previous working roles 

 
 
Nearly half had postgraduate qualifications (42% to Masters level and a small proportion to 
PhD). Nearly 9 in 10 have at least a first/bachelors degree 
 
In addition to this almost two thirds (65%) hold a marketing or communications qualification 
(academic or professional) and just over half (56%) were full members of a relevant 
marketing or communications professional body. 
 
End 
 
Feedback welcomed at David.Roberts@theknowledgepartnership.com 
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