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Abstract 
‘Can you promote our programme?’ This question may sound familiar. As might the answer. Marketing 
each academic programme/degree/major is challenging due to inherent obstacles such as promotional 
inefficiency and allocation of finite resources. As such, the question really became about packaging of 
programmes as compelling products. In response, Rochester Institute of Technology (RIT) marketing 
and communications launched a pilot: in close partnership with enrolment management, we identified 
programmes that met a certain set of criteria and developed an area of study called New Economy 
Majors with a positioning strategy that laddered up to the master brand.The teams then collaborated 
with the provost and colleges to bring this promotional effort to life in the most effective and efficient 
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manner. As a result, programmes saw enrolment success and at the same time the effort bolstered 
overall brand awareness for the university. 

Keywords 
higher education, higher education marketing, brand management, product marketing, programme 
marketing, New Economy Majors  

ABOUT ROCHESTER 
INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY 
(RIT) 
Founded in 1829, Rochester Institute 
of Technology (RIT) was an early pio-
neer in practice-based and cooperative 
education. Today, RIT is a premier 
career-oriented doctoral university with 
strong programmes in engineering and 
technology, computing and information 
sciences, the fine arts and design, the 
liberal arts, health care and the sciences, 
and business, which prepares students 
for success in a globally integrated 
society. Beyond the main campus in 
Rochester, New York, RIT has inter-
national campuses in China, Croatia, 
Dubai and Kosovo and is home to the 
National Technical Institute for the Deaf. 
RIT currently has more than 19,000 
students and more than 135,000 grad-
uates from all 50 US states and over 
100 nations. 

INTRODUCTION 
Positioning, packaging and promoting 
occurs among multiple layers and mul-
tiple audiences within higher education. 
Brand architecture helps to provide an 
understandable framework, as it defines: 

● How brands are structured within an 
organisation, such as a university1 (see 
Figure 1); 

● How the master brand, sub-brands and 
other entities relate to and support each 
other; 

● How sub-brands and other entities 
reflect and reinforce the core purpose 
of the master brand. 

At the highest, or master brand, level is 
the university itself. Below are the pri-
mary sub-brands, defined here as the 
colleges, divisions and global campuses 
that make up a university. Next are 
secondary sub-brands, such as depart-
ments and schools. Finally, under the 
master brand umbrella one will also 
find endorsed and sponsored enti-
ties, including centres, institutes and 
initiatives. 

Of note, however, brand architec-
tures generally do not extend down to 
the university’s programme level. Why 
is this important? Because in reality 
the primary source of revenue for most 
universities — tuition revenue — comes 
from these very programmes, which 
as noted are generally not featured 
or even appearing within a brand’s 
architectural framework. 

This was the challenge — or as we saw 
it, the opportunity — to embrace and 
incorporate the academic programmes 
themselves into and as a branded ele-
ment and differentiator for RIT in the 
hotly competitive higher education mar-
ketplace. Providing a strong umbrella 
framework would highlight and elevate 
these programmes in a highly efficient 
and effective manner, while at the same 
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time strengthening the positioning of 
the RIT master brand. 

FIGURE 1 Sample brand architecture 

A POTENT BRAND PLATFORM 
At the highest level, RIT has created a 
powerful vision and mission that was 
born of deep research into what makes 
RIT better, different and special within 
the higher education category. With 
the leadership of RIT’s president, along 
with input, buy-in and support of the 
three university governance groups 
(students, faculty, staff ), we were able 
to align the university’s brand position-
ing and brand identity system with the 
university’s: 

1.  Vision/mission;2 

2. Strategic plan; 
3. Blended (philanthropy, government, 

research) campaign. 

The brand identity system created the 
visual and verbal/written language to 
bring the brand platform to life in a 
consistent and compelling way across 
the primary units and levels of the 
university, and to deliver the brand 
platform to the various audiences being 
targeted. 

PROGRAMMES AND PARETO 
The Pareto Principle, better known as 
the ‘80/20 rule’ — that 80 per cent of 
consequences come from 20 per cent 
of causes — applies across a multitude of 
areas, including population and wealth 
distribution, taxation, computing, occu-
pational safety, operations, grocery 
stores, as well as sports (baseball’s hot-
test measurement scale is Wins Above 
Replacement (WAR) from the best 
players causing the majority of wins). 
It certainly applies to higher education, 
where for example the majority of a 
university’s enrolments generally come 
from a limited percentage of high 
schools,3 and where the majority of a 
university’s tuition revenue is driven 
by a relatively small number of degree 
programmes being offered to students. 
And RIT is no different. 

It is equally true, however, that close 
to 100 per cent of those involved in 
offering academic programmes (teach-
ing, administering, housing, etc.) want 
their programmes to succeed. Statements 
often heard on campuses across the US 
(and the world) include: 

‘We have low enrolment in our pro-
gramme; how can we (you) fix that?’ 
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‘We are unique, we just need to 
market it.’ 
‘Once students find out about us, they 
love us.’ 
‘We are the best-kept secret in 
higher ed!’ 

These statements generally posit mar-
keting (also often described as ‘marcom’) 
as the back end of the process — in 
other words: we created this programme, 
now ‘do marketing’ to bring in the 
students. It is important, however, for 
marketing to be at the table earlier and 
ideally at the beginning of the process. 
Marketing can be an important con-
tributor in the co-creation process, 
through elements such as ensuring there 
is programme demand and a differen-
tiating element to a given university’s 
offering. 

THE THREE-LEGGED STOOL 
At RIT, we strongly believe that the 
path toward success in achieving enrol-
ment goals is through the design and 
deployment of an academic version 
of that famously sturdy metaphorical 
three-legged stool (see Figure 2). 

With achieving (or exceeding) 
enrolment goals as the platform, we 
hypothesised that the three legs of the 
stool giving us the best chance to suc-
ceed are: 

1. Marketing and communications; 
2. Enrolment management; 
3. Colleges (and other degree-granting 

units). 

FIGURE 2 The three-legged stool for effectively and 
efficiently achieving enrolment goals 

At RIT, while the three areas roll up 
to three divisions — ie enrolment 
management, marketing and commu-
nications, and academic affairs — the 
relationship between them is one of 

collaboration and partnership. There is 
a shared understanding of the ultimate 
goal: position RIT for best-fit students 
and attract them to our distinctive 
product offerings. Until 2016, RIT did 
not have a marketing function at the 
leadership level. With the creation of the 
vice president (VP) and chief market-
ing officer (CMO) position and thereby 
the Division of Marketing and Com-
munications, a dedicated arm focused 
on strategic and integrated marketing 
communications was developed. This 
group is focused on building awareness 
and elevating the reputation of RIT; the 
enrolment group, on the other hand, 
is in charge of nurturing student pros-
pects through the admissions funnel. 
This clear understanding of roles and 
responsibilities has further solidified the 
partnership between the two groups. 
Needless to say, having strong alignment 
between marketing and communications, 
enrolment management and the col-
leges is crucial to successfully moving 
prospective students through the cus-
tomer purchase cycle. Trying to find 
the win–win situation — or, in this 
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case, the win–win–win — requires 
having an understood and shared 
goal as the single most important step 
toward achieving the desired outcome 
of driving increased enrolment. 

CATEGORISING 
PROGRAMMES AT RIT 
The first step was to recognise that it is 
inefficient, uneconomic and, practically 
speaking, impossible to support pro-
grammatic growth across RIT’s entire 
portfolio of 250+ programmes. As a 
result, marketing and communications 
worked closely with enrolment manage-
ment to create and define a framework 
that allowed us to categorise programmes 
at RIT (see Figure 3). 

1. The first group was made up of 
known, ‘high’ brand equity pro-
grammes with a searchable pathway 
(ie associated with common searchable 
major lists such as college board), eg 
game design and development; 

2. The second group are those that 
are known, searchable, and have 
‘medium’ brand equity, eg graphic 
design; 

3. The third group consisted of known, 
searchable, and ‘low’ brand equity 
programmes. This would include pro-

grammes that may generally be con-
sidered less ‘differentiated’ offerings, eg 
accounting. 

A fourth group emerged, however, 
and one that seemingly had a bleak 
prognosis — a programme that: 1) was 
unknown; 2) had no brand equity; and 
3) had no readily searchable pathway. 
While not a likely target for promotional 
focus, we overlaid this with additional 
criteria concerning ‘viability’. Our defi-
nition of viability was that a programme 
must meet each of the three following 
criteria: 

1. Once known, the programme gener-
ates great interest from, and appeal to, 
students; 

2. Programme provides very strong 
outcomes, with high demand from 
employers; 

3. RIT is distinctive in the major, while 
reinforcing RIT’s positioning and core 
differentiators. 

FIGURE 3 Categorisation methodology for degrees, majors and programmes at RIT 

UNICORN PROGRAMMES 
Programmes that could meet all three 
criteria listed above would be unusual, 
special, and with much to offer. While 
not mythical in nature, we tabbed 
these as ‘unicorn’ programmes. The 
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first step was to identify which pro-
grammes might be the best match, and 
the second step would be to devise a 
packaging and promotional effort to help 
shine a bright and deserving spotlight 
on them. 

For the first step, the enrolment 
management team was already leaning 
toward certain programmes that were 
multidisciplinary and, based on employer 
trends and the competitive landscape, 
appeared to be attractive. Another 
foundational piece of research was 
the World Economic Forum’s (WEF) 
‘Future of Jobs’ Report from 2020.4 

The WEF’s report highlights the pro-
jected top skills five years out, along 
with the top job roles seeing increased 
demand across industries. We also 
cross-tabbed these findings with infor-
mation from the U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics’ Occupational Outlook 
Handbook.5 

We then collaborated with our 
enrolment management and academic 
partners on the design and creation of a 
framework for assessment. We described 
the viability framework of assessment 
earlier; however, we also wanted to 
ensure the programmes were: 

1. Mission-critical: 
a. Does it match the overall vision 

and mission of RIT? Is it multidis-
ciplinary, operating at RIT’s sweet 
spot: the intersection of technology, 
the arts and design?; 

2. Brand-centric: 
a. Does it build on RIT’s legacy of 

outcomes? Does it help position 
RIT as always being onto some-
thing amazing, new and relevant?; 

3. Forward-thinking/future-focused 
a. Is it signalled as a programme that 

is highly likely to grow, based on 
the WEF, U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, employer input and other 
sources of information? 

Marketing and communications, enrol-
ment management and the provost took 
the lead in identifying the criteria and 
coming up with the set of programmes 
that fit within them. It was imperative, 
especially for marketing and commu-
nications, to be at the table and drive 
decision making in order to concep-
tualise and launch the marketing plan. 
Enrolment management needed to be 
part of the process for lead nurturing and 
fulfilment. And last, but certainly not 
least, the provost worked with the deans to 
secure their buy-in and get them on board 
with the idea of promoting a category 
rather than their department or college. 

1. Motion Picture Science (College of 
Art and Design); 

2. New Media Design (College of Art 
and Design); 

3. Photographic Sciences (College of 
Art and Design); 

4. Packaging Science (College of Engi-
neering Technology); 

5. Robotics and Manufacturing Engi-
neering Technology (College of 
Engineering Technology); 

6. Digital Humanities and Social 
Sciences (College of Liberal Arts); 

7. Imaging Science (College of Science); 
8. Human Centered Computing (Gol-

isano College of Computing and 
Information Sciences); 

9. New Media Interactive Develop-
ment (Golisano College of Comput-
ing and Information Sciences); 

10. Microelectronic Engineering (Kate 
Gleason College of Engineering); 

11. Supply Chain Management (Saunders 
College of Business); 

12. Individualised Study (School of Indi-
vidualised Study). 
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OTHER PROCESS 
PARAMETERS 
Other parameters that were set and 
informed our launch process were the 
following: 

1. The initial focus was on undergraduate 
programmes: 
a. We believed, however, that a 

strong packaging and promotional 
umbrella would also help improve 
awareness of and interest in related 
graduate programmes. 

2. The campaign was a beta or pilot 
programme: 
a. If it worked, we would look to 

create additional promotional and 
packaging opportunities for other 
groups of programmes; 

b. This was not the only vehicle for 
promoting undergraduate or grad-
uate programmes. 

3. This programme list was neither per-
manent nor endlessly expandable: 
a. The programmes in the initial 

launch would not be ‘frozen’ in 
place; successful programmes might 
‘graduate’ off the list, while new 
programmes might make their way 
onto the list; 

b. Risk of dilution was considered 
if the list became too large and 
therefore less special. The classic 
branding philosophy was applied: if 
most/many programmes are treated 
as unique, then none of them is 
truly differentiating. So we were 
intentional about keeping the list 
narrow and targeted. 

NAMING THE CATEGORY 
Higher education is notorious for 
naming conventions that do not always 
take into account the shopping and 

buying process of the consumer.6 In 
trying to be unique and separated from 
the pack, universities tend to forget the 
importance of brand alignment and 
findability. In short, names should be 
spoken in the prospective students’ lan-
guage. With that in mind, we sought 
to develop a category name that RIT 
could make ownable, scalable and capa-
ble of being promoted in a campaign 
without much explanation or decipher-
ment. Consideration also needed to 
be given to the fact that the category 
name and supporting content would 
not make the programmes sound elit-
ist or special in comparison to all other 
programmes not falling under the same 
umbrella. 

Multiple stakeholders worked together 
to brainstorm names; the idea was to 
explore all classifications of the naming 
process, including, but not limited to, 
acronyms, familiar terms, original words 
and made-up words. While not exhaus-
tive, these ladder up to what naming 
research suggests: literal, attribute, 
legacy, initials/numbers, word combi-
nation, invented, related, alliteration/ 
rhyme, and inquiring.7 Knowing that 
there would be a follow-up research 
and testing phase, the committee grav-
itated toward descriptive and literal, and 
steered clear of anything that required 
further decoding. 

‘New Economy Majors’ was selected 
unanimously to meet the criteria set 
forth for the category. Importantly, this 
phrase: 

● Reflected RIT’s vision and mission; 
● Reinforced RIT’s brand of always 

being on to something amazing, new 
and relevant; 

● Reminded consumers of RIT’s leader-
ship of being a step ahead and future-
focused. 
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Additionally, the phrase was: 

● Easily understood; 
● Relatable; 
● Topical — especially in the COVID-19 

pandemic and (eventually) post-
pandemic world; 

● Had search engine optimisation (SEO) 
value, especially when accompanied by 
supporting content. 

In order to prove the hypothesis that the 
‘New Economy Majors’ phrase met our 
requirements and also resonated with key 
target audiences, ie prospective students 
and families, we conducted a research 
study with a representative sample of 
these groups. We developed and distrib-
uted a survey that included questions 
such as: 

● Have you heard of the term New 
Economy?; 

● What is the first thing you think of when 
you see/hear the term New Economy?; 

● How likely are you to click on an ad for 
New Economy Majors?; 

● What words or phrases do you asso-
ciate with the term New Economy 
Majors?; 

● Choose three descriptors that closely 
relate to New Economy. 

In addition to close-ended questions, 
there was space for respondents to pro-
vide open-ended comments on any 
aspect of the name. 

Both parent and student study results 
were conclusive: not only did the New 
Economy Majors phrase pique curios-
ity, but respondents were also likely to 
associate the ideas of emerging careers 
and future-focused degrees and would 
take the next step of inquiry and explo-
ration. This is exactly what we set out 
to do. 

There was also significant effort 
expended on the look and feel of the 
concept. A graphic of a burst with RIT 
colours, shapes and fonts combined the 
idea of staying true to the RIT brand 
while giving the category some vitality, 
to signal something new and exciting 
was happening here (see Figure 4). 

FIGURE 4 Graphic representation of the New Economy Majors design system 
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MARKETING PLAN FOR THE 
CATEGORY 
With the list of programmes finalised, 
the name selected and the buy-in pro-
cess under our belt, we moved on to the 
next step of the process: a marketing, 
communications and sales plan. 

The first step was to build awareness 
of the New Economy Majors category. 
Once audiences were in the fold, they 
would then be invited to learn about 
the nuances of different programmes on 
the list such as academic curriculum, 
experiential components and postgradu-
ate pathways. 

In order to build awareness at a 
category level, an integrated market-
ing and communications (IMC) plan 
needed to be developed. There is strong, 
consistent evidence that IMC is the 
most effective process to adopt in the 
present complex multichannel digital 
environment.8,9 

Using paid, earned, shared and owned 
tactics (the PESO model), we launched 
the category with: 

● A webpage that functioned as the 
primary destination for all media 
tactics; 

● A press release that was picked up in 
multiple higher education trade publi-
cations, including University Business; 

● RIT enterprise and college-based 
social media platforms (eg Facebook, 
LinkedIn); 

● Advertising campaigns aimed to increase 
RIT awareness and reputation in the 
marketplace; 

● Admissions materials such as viewbooks; 
● President’s Annual Report that was sent 

to higher education peers. 

For the prospective student market in 
particular, the goal was to move pros-
pects through the entire purchasing 
funnel. To that end, it was imperative to 
have a formalised sales process that took 
the hand-off from marketing and nur-
tured leads all the way to matriculation. 
Marketing and communications, enrol-
ment management and the colleges came 
together to plan and execute a four-step 
process from awareness to action (see 
Figure 5). 

-

-

-

-

-

FIGURE 5 Process to make a higher education programme category successful 

To promote individual programmes 
within the category, college market
ers worked closely with the enrolment 
management and marketing and commu
nications groups. They deployed tactics 
such as e-mail and print communica
tions, social media, and ask me anything 
(AMA) sessions. Attention was given to 
ensure consistency in and continuity of 
New Economy Majors messaging at the 
programme level. College marketers 
took the messaging foundation devel
oped for the category and adapted it for 
their specific programmes. For exam
ple, as mentioned earlier, a key value 
proposition for New Economy Majors 
is preparation for emerging careers. For 
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each programme, the focus continued 
to be on emerging careers; however, 
the information went deeper in terms 
of the types of up-and-coming careers 
students can expect to pursue upon 
graduation. 

RESULTS 
With a launch time frame of only four 
months during the post-accept (ie yield) 
season, we saw impressive results on both 
the marketing front as well as through 
various stages of the admissions pro-
cess. Website engagement and sessions 
were the key performance indicators 
to assess effectiveness on breadth and 
depth of awareness. The 12 New Econ-
omy Majors pages saw a year-over-year 
increase of 59 per cent in pageviews and 
new visitors who came to the RIT site 
as a result of the New Economy Majors 
initiative increased by 62 per cent. While 
direct attribution cannot be made at 
this time, there is a substantial degree 
of certainty that because of our pack-
aging and promotion efforts, enrolment 
in the 12 unicorn programmes went up 
by an average of over 13 per cent versus 
the previous year. 

LOOKING FORWARD: THE 
FUTURE OF THE CATEGORY 
As these impressive results started to 
come in, a conversation quickly began 
among RIT leadership considering a 
potential ‘evolution’ for our New Econ-
omy Majors. As a result, we are moving 
in the direction to elevate our posi-
tioning so that RIT becomes the New 
Economy University or the University 
for the New Economy. 

Rationale for considering a move in 
this direction relates in part to the con-
tinued dramatic changes that have been 

exacerbated by the COVID-19 pan-
demic, and the Gen Z audience that 
provides its own unique perspective on 
the situation. 

● COVID-19: The pandemic accelerated 
a trend we have all seen: the desire and 
need for students (and their worried 
parents) to exit college ‘ job-ready’. As 
noted in the Chronicle of Higher Edu-
cation, COVID-19 is reshaping the 
future of work, creating an opportu-
nity for colleges and universities that 
can build (or already have) the cur-
ricular and co-curricular profile to 
meet the also-evolving needs of Gen 
Z students.10 For example, universities 
(like RIT) with an extensive history of 
cooperative education (co-op) would 
have an edge by providing mean-
ingful work experience while still in 
college; 

● Gen Z: At the same time, it is equally 
clear that Gen Z students still want 
more than ‘just’ a job.Yes, they want a 
job. Yes, they want a career. And they 
also want to improve the world. Gen 
Zers firmly believe they can do both: 
they do not have to sacrifice their 
hopes and dreams while fully under-
standing that jobs, incomes and secu-
rity are crucial steps to achieving 
these higher-level goals. According to 
a report by the branding and market-
ing agency Ologie, Gen Zers want what 
they do to mean something and are 
confident they will be the ‘generation 
to change our world — for Good’ — 
in both senses of the word.11 

With the above as backdrop, it has 
become clear that RIT’s role can and 
should be much larger than offering a 
small suite of programmes meeting the 
needs of the New Economy. Rather, the 
university itself is geared for the New 
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Economy. A New Economy University 
should include elements such as: 

● A creativity and innovation mindset, 
providing the ability to think differ-
ently, anticipate change and flex to 
adjust to it; 

● Operating in a space at the intersec-
tion of technology, the arts and design, 
linking to areas at the forefront of 
future jobs and skill sets; 

● Strong co-op and internship experi-
ences to prepare students for the real 
world in the real world; 

● Consistently first to market with new 
programmes that anticipate trends 
and marketplace and technological 
evolution; 

● Embedded entrepreneurial spirit and 
attitude that rewards exploration and 
iteration. 

As noted earlier, however, the risk with 
this strategy is the potential dilution 
of the current focus on New Econ-
omy Majors. Our goal is to ‘thread 
the needle’ — to take advantage of the 
clear opportunity while still emphasis-
ing a subset of our 250+ programmes 
as particularly relevant to this space. 
We believe we can accomplish this 
task, whether by putting a highlight or 
spotlight on certain programmes, or 
some other promotional mechanism. 

CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, if done well, developing 
a category of programmes can be an 
effective and efficient way to shine a 
light on both the programmes within a 
category and the institution as a whole. 

For higher education in particular, 
packaging and promoting a product 
category can help combat the realities — 
or, at least, alleviate the negative effects 

— of limited budgets and rising costs 
in an increasingly competitive land-
scape. In RIT’s case, we have proven that 
by creating a compelling category, suc-
cess can be achieved. This is especially 
true when there is alignment with and 
integration between: 

● Marketing and communications, 
enrolment management and colleges; 

● Marketplace needs and product offerings; 
● Emotional and rational positioning 

attributes; 
● All sides of the integrated marketing 

and communications machinery. 

It is also a reminder that these types of 
effort are not ‘one and done’. Evolv-
ing with the times, while ensuring the 
strategic underpinning stays constant, 
is a fundamental takeaway for higher 
education institutions for which brand 
building and awareness can take sig-
nificant time and investment. As long 
as there is a solid brand foundation that 
can stand the test of time, there is always 
a playground to accommodate flexi-
bility and fluidity to stay relevant and 
adapt to any changes — even those 
such as a once-in-a-lifetime global 
pandemic. 
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