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1 The Search for Differentiation  

In the competitive market that is higher education the use of straplines and slogans on 
websites, prospectuses, advertising and more formally (I.e. integrated into brand identity 
schemes), have become commonplace. 
 
The use of Mottos, often in Latin, and often a formal component of a heraldic device is 
centuries old, and is still deployed as a means of projecting historical roots and academic 
gravitas. However here we are more focussed on the efforts of the communications 
department in grabbing attention above the noise of HE market, to encapsulate either the 
personality or some benefit of their institution. 
 
We do not claim this as a deep and meaningful piece of research, but more a reference 
resource for those tempted into the realm of slogan making. If branding is in part a process 
designed to create differentiation or more often, to amplify difference, the first criterion for a 
good slogan or strapline is that it is unique. Below we have catalogued all those in use by 
UK universities and some other HE providers in March 2017. If you spot any others or 
change yours we would be grateful if you could email us. 
 
This resource is part of the development of a higher education market research repository 
hosted on our website at www.theknowledgepartnership.com. Here we will post some our 
“free to air” reports, all in the spirit of open access publishing.  
 
This report answers three questions: 
 

1. What is a strapline or slogan? 
 

2. What does the professional and academic literature tell us? What makes a good 
slogan? Do they have any impact in higher education? 

 
3. How many UK universities use a slogan or strapline? What can we learn from their 

use? 
 
It also provides a catalogue of slogans and straplines currently used by UK universities, with 
links to other online repositories so you can check for uniqueness, and articles for interest 
and amusement. 
 
 

2 What is a Slogan or Strapline? 

Our catalogue includes both straplines (or taglines as they are known in the USA) and 
slogans. The reason is simply that often we were unsure how to catalogue them. 
 
So, what is the difference? A slogan is time-bound, often linked to a campaign, or an annual 
student recruitment cycle. It is the message of the moment, often created to align with a 
contemporary issue of import. As I write this, student employability might be an example of 
such a hot topic. 
 
A slogan is a product of the marketing or communications team and whilst it might need 
executive approval, often that might not be the case. It is essentially just a piece of copy. A 
slogan might be specific to a certain campaign or audience – alumni, fundraising, staff 
recruitment, postgraduate recruitment, etc. So, several might be used simultaneously if the 
campaigns and audiences are discrete. 

http://www.theknowledgepartnership.com/
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However, audiences in HE markets are rarely discrete so several slogans in use might be a 
problem unless they reinforce the same core message. Parents can be employers. 
Postgraduates might be parents of students. Staff might be parents of applicants. Business 
leaders might have partners who are alumni. The combinations are endless.  
 
A strapline or tagline is part of your branding scheme. It is formally approved, consistently 
used across the university, often near or part of, the logo/symbol or corporate name. It is 
designed to apply to and be relevant to all stakeholder audiences. It is meant to have 
longevity, insomuch as any branding programme is long-term.   
 
Clearly having both taglines and slogans increases the potential for mixed messages. If the 
marketing department is insisting on consistency in deploying the branding scheme across 
all the university but is then changing its promotional slogans regularly, they leave 
themselves open to criticism. 
 
It is said that “slogan” comes from a Scottish word meaning "battle cry”. In the marketing and 
business lexicon we are well used to military analogies being deployed so that is perhaps an 
unsurprising derivation.  
 

1670s, earlier slogorne (1510s), "battle cry," from Gaelic sluagh-ghairm "battle cry 
used by Scottish Highland or Irish clans." 

 
The derivation of strapline is the newspaper industry, a term used to describe what might 
now call a sub-heading (a bold line to summarise the text to follow, made by a sub-editor). 
 

3 What does the Literature Say? 

 
I have divided this into two sections: 
 

1. What do marketing “experts” say are the features of a good slogan  

2. What evidence is there about the impact of straplines and slogans, especially 

in higher education markets?  

 
So, what makes a good slogan or strapline. There are many features that the experts agree 
on, but one where there is major disagreement – short or long. 
 
What is there agreement on? They should: 
 

 Be used consistently over time – just so long as the slogan ticks most of the other 
boxes below. Mc Donald’s “I’m lovin it” is now in its 14th year, but followed years of 
chopping and changing the slogan. 

 

 Represent the essence of the brand and support its desired positioning. 
 

 Be memorable 
 

 Be a complete phrase with meaning 
 

 Be predictable – seen out of context the reader should know what the product or 
service is  



 

© 2017 The Knowledge Partnership  4 

 

 Arouse sentiment and contain/stimulate emotion 
 

 Be capable of being easily said as well as read (can you imagine your 
students/staff/alumni saying it – if not, drop it) 

 
Further discussion can be found here: 
https://www.universitybusiness.com/article/university-taglines-and-polonius-syndrome 
 
However, when it comes to the length of a slogan, the jury is divided. In one corner are the 
digital marketers focussed on SEO and the generation that cannot be bothered with full 
sentences. 3 words are king they say, 5 at a push. “Just do it” is their signature strapline. No 
procrastination allowed. 
 
And then there is Al Reis. Now if you are a marketer and have not read Positioning: The 
Battle for Your Mind by Al Ries and Jack Trout you have not read the best marketing book 
ever written. In his article in Advertising Age ironically headlined: “Long Slogans Are 
Absolutely, Positively More Effective Than Short Ones - Vague Three-Word Taglines Plague 
Advertising Space”, Reis makes a good case for the 7-10-word slogan.   
 
I like this example: 
 
When Scarlett O' Hara said to Rhett Butler in "Gone with the Wind," "Rhett, if you go, where 
shall I go, what shall I do?" he could have said, "I don't care." But he didn't. 
What he said was: "Frankly, my dear, I don't give a damn." 
 
This and others like it are more memorable and unique. You can image someone saying it. It 
is dialogue, not ad copy. Often referred to as a “conversational tagline”. 
 
Others Reis cites: 
 

 Avis is only No.2 in rent-a-cars, so why go with us? We try harder. 

 The first vacuum cleaner that doesn't lose suction.  

 What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas!  
 
Take care to test how your slogan translates – as these cautionary tales tell us that even the 
major brands get this wrong. 
 

 KFC entered the Chinese market in 1987 proudly stating that ‘We’ll eat your fingers 
off’ – a slightly more aggressive version of its classic ‘Finger lickin’ good’ slogan. 

 

 Parker Pens entered the Mexican market using its ‘It won’t leak in your pocket and 
embarrass you’ strapline but this was mistranslated as ‘It won’t leak in your pocket 
and make you pregnant’ owing to confusion over the local use of a Spanish word  

 

 The Swedish vacuum-cleaner brand Electrolux was unaware that sucking is not 
always a good thing when it targeted US consumers with the line ‘Nothing sucks like 
an Electrolux’. 

 
Working out if a tagline or slogan works in any empirical sense is complex. It is one of just 
many variables that impact on attitudes towards a brand or sales or any other relevant 
metric. There are many simplistic studies that test likability or ask directly whether a slogan 
is likely to make the respondent “more or less likely to purchase” and so forth. None appear 

https://www.universitybusiness.com/article/university-taglines-and-polonius-syndrome
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to me to offer any reliable data. Pre-testing with staff, students and the target audience is 
probably wise however. 
 
Many marketing agencies make lurid claims about the value adding magic of a strapline – 
typically one that they created for a client. Memorability and association (which is like recall 
measures for a logo or jingle) are probably two metrics to use to evaluate your strapline 
relative to others in the market. But their ultimate value may be elusive. 
 
McKnight and Paugh (1999)1 studied US institutional slogans and taglines (motto statement, 
saying, credo, catch-phrase, axiom, in use within and beyond the university) used in higher 
education, to empirically test the cognitive component of brand-fit.  
 
Evaluation of the comment responses generated from those working in HEIs (administrators 
and faculty members) indicated that 94% were embarrassed by their institute’s tagline (use 
or content expressed), 36% never used it (or aim to reflect it) and just 7% thought it was 
effective.  
 
The authors found that more competitive entry universities tend not to adopt slogans. 
However, most less-competitive universities viewed their advertising slogan as both effective 
and reflective, in part because they appear to know both their student-customer and “self” 
than universities that were classified as highly competitive (i.e. there was a better sense of 
alignment between reality-slogan and what students valued).  
 
The study also found that slogans had relatively more impact with less well-qualified 
applicants, whereas for high fliers the simple name of the University had more cognitive 
impact. 
 
Further reading: 
 
Kniest, Paul. Do marketing slogans assist choice of university? 
Advocate: Newsletter of the National Tertiary Education Union, Vol. 21, No. 1, Mar 2014: 34-
35. ISSN: 1321-8476.  
 

4 UK Universities use of Slogans or Straplines 

This was captured at one point in time – the end of March 2017. We visited every university 
home page, and downloaded their UG or PG prospectuses to check their covers.  
 
We regard most of the use as slogans not formal straplines. We have excluded the formal 
mottos, regularly used on degree certificates and ceremonial communications. 
 
What did we find?  
 

 50% of universities were using, or had recently used, a slogan or strapline, boldly on 
their home page, their main “study here page” or one of their prospectuses.  

 

 There was little difference between established universities (56%) and modern 
universities (48%) although the balance here was something of a surprise. The 

                                                
1 McKnight and Paugh/ Advertising slogans and university marketing: an exploratory study of brand-fit and 

cognition in higher education. Marketing Management Association Proceedings (Jan) 1999 Available at: 

http://works.bepress.com/oscar_mcknight/2/ 

 
 

http://works.bepress.com/oscar_mcknight/2/
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author last researched this perhaps 25 years ago and then most post 92s had a 
slogan or strapline and virtually none of the established provider did. Is this new 
finding symbolic of a wider cultural change, even if the application of holistic or 
market infused thinking is yet to penetrate too deeply? 

 

 Finally, we observed something very interesting. Virtually no specialist HE institution 
used slogans or straplines. We suspect they have the focus not to need them. 
Interesting that they are clearly winning share from the comprehensive universities in 
the subjects they focus on.  

 
In most cases, we inferred that these were slogans as they were rarely integrated widely 
with the visual identity of the institution or used consistently.  
 
Mostly they were short statements flashed across the home page, the study pages or the 
prospectus cover – so again we concluded more designed to engage the applicant market 
than wider stakeholders. 
 
The use is typically not consistent – the slogans appear in some media and on some 
channels but not others. Random and somewhat ad hoc application is the norm. This will 
undermine value and impact as familiarity and repetition are related.  
 
The slogans seem to change each year, the source of this conclusion being their use on the 
annual prospectuses for 2016 or 2017 or 2018 entry publications. Whilst as we have outlined 
this might be appropriate for time bound slogans, rarely do the slogans seem directly 
connected to the brand positioning of the institution (the slogan is not a catchy shorthand 
way to project the character or value of the institution or a key point of difference but are 
typically generic). Also, where slogans change e.g. on consecutively published 
prospectuses, the key underlying message seems to change too in a flip flop manner.  
 
One irony is that many universities make claims about delivering a personal experience, 
focussing on the student as an individual and so forth. Now one type of authentic 
photograph that one might expect universities to have no problem in generating is that of 
their own proud happy engaged students. However, unless there are models that are indeed 
time-management gurus able to be simultaneously studying at several universities across 
the UK, stock photographs are far too common on major study pages likely to be regularly 
viewed by many parents and prospects. Perhaps as marketing researchers and 
communications specialists we are more attuned to this but it was so obvious, and not a 
focus of our online research for this paper. 
 
If we are to proclaim the value of traditional branding in higher education (personally I am 
cautious on this matter) the very least we as a marketing community can do is project 
authenticity, through both imagery and slogans. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

© 2017 The Knowledge Partnership  7 

5 The UK University Slogan and Strapline Catalogue 

Below are the slogans and straplines used. We do not try to formally categorise them and in 
some cases, several might be listed because we found these used in/on various media. 
 

University Slogan 1 Slogan 2 

Aberystwyth University Learn and Live in an Exceptional 
Environment  

Another 
World…Your 
Future 

Aston University Experience. Yours for the Taking.   

Bangor University The Adventure Starts Here   

Bath Spa University Be Bath Spa  

Birkbeck College London's Evening University  

Birmingham City University Get Job Ready  

Bournemouth University Where You Belong   

Buckinghamshire New University The Recipe for Success: Just Add 
You.  

 

Canterbury Christ Church University This is where you Canterbury  

Cardiff University Discover Your Story  

City, University of London Academic Excellence for Business 
and the Professions  

 

Conservatoire for Dance and Drama Training Exceptional Artists 
Together 

 

De Montfort University Dare to be Fearless  

Durham University A World Top 100 University  

Edinburgh Napier University What Will You Be?  

Glasgow Caledonian University University for the Common Good  

Goldsmiths College Where Reputation meets Ambition  

Harper Adams University The World Needs New Talent  

Heriot-Watt University See the World, Then Change It  

Keele University It's the Keele Difference Smart Minds 
Choose Keele 

Kingston University Make it…. Kingston University,   

Leeds Beckett University Opening Minds, Opening Doors.  

Liverpool Hope University Your Future Starts with Hope   

Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine Saving Lives Through Research & 
Education  

 

London Business School London Experience. World Impact.  

Loughborough University Inspiring Winners Since 1909   

Newcastle University Excellence with a Purpose   

Newman University Expect Inspiration/Challenges  Igniting 
Connections 

Northumbria University I Want …  

Queen Margaret University, Edinburgh Step Ahead QMU  

Ravensbourne Amazing Things happens Here   

Rose Bruford College Different, Diverse, distinctive   

Royal College of Music Be the Future of Music   

Royal Conservatoire of Scotland YES - Life is Not a Rehearsal   

St Mary's University, Twickenham The Place to Be Be Part of It 

Staffordshire University Great Minds don’t Think Alike  

Swansea University Look Who's Making Waves   

Teesside University Inspiring Success  
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The Arts University Bournemouth A Campus for the Creative 
Industries 

 

LIPA For Performers and Those Who 
Make Performance Possible  

 

Manchester Metropolitan  Reset your personal best at 
Manchester Metropolitan University 

 

The Open University Flexible Education of the Highest 
Standard 

Life Changing 
Learning 

The Queen's University of Belfast Start Something Amazing  

The Robert Gordon University Get Ahead  

The Royal Veterinary College Serious About Science  Leading Science 
and Discovery 

SOAS Be Realistic - Demand the 
Impossible! 

 

The University of Birmingham A Global University at the heart of 
an Ambitious City 

Shape Your 
Future Here 

The University of Bolton Teaching Intensive, Research 
Informed 

 

The University of Chichester (Re)Create Your Future  

The University of East Anglia What Could Your UEA be About?   

The University of Edinburgh Influencing the World since 1583  

The University of Glasgow World Changers Welcome   

The University of Huddersfield Inspiring Tomorrow's Professionals  

The University of Hull Individually Different, Collectively 
Brilliant 

 

The University of Kent The UK's European University     

The University of Leeds Come and Find Your Place   

The University of Leicester A Winning City at the Heart of the 
UK 

 

The University of Lincoln Discover your Future   

The University of Liverpool Life Changing World Shaping   

The University of Northampton Engage with your Future   

The University of Salford Made in Salford   

The University of Sheffield A World-class University – a 
Unique Student Experience 

Transform your 
Future 

The University of Southampton Discover….  

The University of St Andrews Scotland's First University  

The University of the West of Scotland Live It, Learn It - Word Ready 
Graduates 

Dare to be 
Different 

The University of Warwick Be the Start of Something  

The University of West London The Career University  

The University of Westminster Full of Knowledge   Living Learning 
London 

UCB U Can Be  

University College London London's Global University  

University of Bedfordshire Graduate as a Professional   

University of Cumbria Welcome to Our World  

University of Nottingham Britain's Global University  

University of Suffolk Change. Evolve. Succeed  

University of Ulster Shaping Your Future  

University of Wales Trinity Saint David Transforming Education, 
Transforming Lives 
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To further your research into taglines we have also provided web links to useful resources, 
particularly in the USA: 
 

Stamats 
TKP is developing a relationship with Stamats the long established and largest US 
based higher education marketing agency. Their website includes a repository of 
college taglines.   
http://www.stamats.com/resources/tagline-repository 

RBH 
Another searchable repository of over 2,000 taglines and some useful articles 
http://higheredtaglines.com/ 

The Chronical of Higher Education 
The Chronical, the main HE publication dedicated to HE, has been a valued sponsor 
of our W100 international conferences for several years.   
http://www.chronicle.com/article/88-College-Taglines-Arranged/232003 

 
Other articles to read as a cautionary tale. University slogans and taglines are figures of fun 
in many cases, perceived as the ultimate expression of the marketisation of the sector and 
the insincerity of HE marketing. 
 
https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2005/05/06/gaglines 

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/opinion/words-fail-us-university-marketing-speak 

http://www.theaustralian.com.au/higher-education/if-universities-were-rocks-how-would-they-

be-marketed/news-story/4b8504552dca67b09befd9c50331af1a 

These articles illustrate that engaging students on campus might be a good move before 
choosing a new slogan – students always say they hate logos and slogans – but as soon as 
you change them they complain – about the costs of change but also it appearing needless. 
Would your students stand behind your new slogan? 
 
http://northernstar.info/campus/news/students-have-mixed-feelings-about-universities-use-

of-slogans/article_47cfc65a-14c1-11e1-9864-0019bb30f31a.html 

This article is about the University of Maryland – the venue stop on TKPs US study tour for 

our W100 members in 2013. It illustrates the issue above but also the role sports (athletics) 

plays in US university marketing and branding. 

http://www.nbcwashington.com/news/sports/UMd-Students-Fear-New-School-Slogan-

64397137.html 

This link reminds us that in the US this goes much further than here in the UK – note the 
reference to the University songs as part of the branding advice. 
 
http://www.library.northwestern.edu/libraries-collections/university-archives/northwestern-

history/university-songs-symbols.html 

 

 

http://www.stamats.com/resources/tagline-repository
http://higheredtaglines.com/
http://www.chronicle.com/article/88-College-Taglines-Arranged/232003
https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2005/05/06/gaglines
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/opinion/words-fail-us-university-marketing-speak
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/higher-education/if-universities-were-rocks-how-would-they-be-marketed/news-story/4b8504552dca67b09befd9c50331af1a
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/higher-education/if-universities-were-rocks-how-would-they-be-marketed/news-story/4b8504552dca67b09befd9c50331af1a
http://northernstar.info/campus/news/students-have-mixed-feelings-about-universities-use-of-slogans/article_47cfc65a-14c1-11e1-9864-0019bb30f31a.html
http://northernstar.info/campus/news/students-have-mixed-feelings-about-universities-use-of-slogans/article_47cfc65a-14c1-11e1-9864-0019bb30f31a.html
http://www.nbcwashington.com/news/sports/UMd-Students-Fear-New-School-Slogan-64397137.html
http://www.nbcwashington.com/news/sports/UMd-Students-Fear-New-School-Slogan-64397137.html
http://www.library.northwestern.edu/libraries-collections/university-archives/northwestern-history/university-songs-symbols.html
http://www.library.northwestern.edu/libraries-collections/university-archives/northwestern-history/university-songs-symbols.html
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The Knowledge Partnership 

We are the UK’s largest consultancy dedicated solely to university strategic marketing and 
communications.  
 
We work with HE providers and associated organisations on an international basis. Our 
W100 Reputation Network has in membership over 50 of the leading universities. 
 
We are known for evidence-led consultancy, backed by a large team of market insight 
analysts and primary researchers.  
 
We are proud to have been Shortlisted in 2017 as an Ethical Champion by the Public 
Relations and Communications Association. 
 
http://www.theknowledgepartnership.com/news-insights/ethical-champions-awards/ 
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