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A PRACTICAL GUIDE TO 

DEVELOPING YOUR CENTRE’S UNIQUE IDENTITY 
 

Presented by Dave Demerjian + Dave Sandstedt  
 43,000 Feet 
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Why brand? 
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Why brand? 
And why brand an internal brand? 
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Conventional wisdom says B2B is rational. 
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Conventional wisdom says B2B is rational. 
But B2B is really B2Buyer. 
Buyers are people. 
People, especially business buyers, are busy. 
The busier we are, the more we react to emotion 
…even though we won’t admit it.
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And that’s where branding comes in. 
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And that’s where branding comes in. 
It gives people a shortcut to make better buying decisions.
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Branding is even tougher in higher education.  
You’re competing for mindshare within a  
complex ecosystem. 



You
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The Business School

You
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The Business School
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Other InitiativesOther Centers You



The Business School
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You
The Medical School The Law School



The University
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Academic 
Athletics 
Alumni 
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The Business School

You
The Medical School The Law School

Outside Partners

Academic 
Athletics 
Alumni 
etc.
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At 43,000 Feet, we help organizations tell their story. 
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 We are big-picture, brand-building storytellers for 
organizations that seek to change the world.  
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6  
years in  
business

3  
core 

competencies

4  
focus 

markets

5  
team 

players

   300+  
projects 

completed

43K BY THE NUMBERS
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MARKET FOCUS



BACKSTORY

43K CORE COMPETENCIES
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BRAND 
MESSAGING

CONTENT 
STRATEGY

CONTENT 
DEVELOPMENT



BACKSTORY

43K CORE COMPETENCIES
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• Stakeholder interviews 
• Peer + competitive  

benchmarking 
• SWOT analysis 
• Brand pillars 
• Value proposition 
• Personas + audience- 

specific messaging

BRAND 
MESSAGING

• Web inventory, audit, 
and gap analysis 

• Communication planning 
• Workflow and 

governance protocols 
• Editorial strategy and 

calendars 
• Workshops and training

CONTENT 
STRATEGY

• Naming and taglines 
• Web content and 

architecture 
• Email marketing 
• Blogging and social media 
• Sponsored content 
• Print collateral 
• Video and interactive

CONTENT 
DEVELOPMENT
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THE 43K PROCESS
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FIVE STEPS. ONE UNIQUE IDENTITY.

External  
Research

Internal  
Alignment

Findings 
& Insights

Messaging 
Architecture

Content 
Execution

DISCOVERY DEVELOPMENT DEPLOYMENT
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External  
Research

Internal  
Alignment

Findings 
& Insights

Messaging 
Architecture

Content 
Execution

DISCOVERY



I. EXTERNAL RESEARCH
• Stakeholder Interviews 

• Peer Benchmarking
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Understand how your 
audiences and stakeholders  
see you in the market.  
Gain insights into perceived 
strengths, weaknesses, and 
differentiators.

STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEWS RESEARCH

THE GOAL

• 1:1 interviews 
(Students, Faculty, Admin, 
Alumni, External Partners) 

• Roundtables 
• Anonymous surveys 
• Market research

THE PROCESS
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS: BUSINESS FOCUSED

WEAKNESSES OPPORTUNITIES

What could we do better? 
(Where do we need to improve?)

What needs are unmet? 
(Where can we make a difference?)

STRENGTHS

What do we do well?  
(What sets us apart?)

THREATS

What do we worry about? 
(What can we counteract?)
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?
How would you describe our organization to someone? 
What do we do really well? 

What could we be doing better? 

Are there opportunities you feel we are missing? 

What do you see as our biggest challenges? 
Does our Center have a personality? What is it? 

How would you characterize our relationship with the university? 

What are some myths and misperceptions you've heard about us? 
What groups or organizations are doing a good job with their messaging? 

Fill in the blank: “I should work with the Center because ____________.” 

What’s one piece of anonymous advice you’d give our director? 
What haven’t we asked that you deem important?
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STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEWS

Some 43K best practices include:   

• Promise anonymity and ask for candid responses 
• Record and transcribe interviews (always ask permission) 
• Find common themes 
• Identify outliers 
• Carefully process, simplify, and play back

RESEARCH
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Review how admired peers, 
competitors, and other 
organizations are focusing 
their efforts and speaking 
about themselves.

COMPETITIVE BENCHMARKINGRESEARCH

THE GOAL

Pay close attention to: 
• Ideas and messages 
• Word choice, voice  

and tone 
• Color and design 
• Images and graphics 
• Interesting activities

THE PROCESS
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External  
Research

Internal  
Alignment

Findings 
& Insights

Messaging 
Architecture

Content 
Execution

DISCOVERY
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II. INTERNAL ALIGNMENT
• Brand workshops 

• Communications Audit
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Armed with an outside-in 
view of your Center, it’s time 
to get everyone on the same 
page–and allow everyone’s 
voice to be heard.

BRAND WORKSHOPSALIGNMENT

THE GOAL

• Review external research 
results 

• Mission statements 
• Visioning sessions 
• 4Cs Exercises

THE PROCESS
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THE 4Cs

CULTURE COMPANY

CUSTOMERS COMPETITION
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Why now?  
Why is this such an important time to be 
looking at the ways we communicate?

Why us? 
Why are we uniquely suited to address  

this need or this situation?

If not us, then who? 
Who else is in your space? What do they 

do well and what can we do better?

For whom? 
Who does it matter to? How can we help 
them in a distinct and measurable way?

THE 4Cs

CULTURE COMPANY

CUSTOMERS COMPETITION
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Evaluate your website, 
marketing/communication 
materials, proposals and 
press releases to see if they 
are telling a consistent story 
that maps to your activities 
and values.

COMMUNICATIONS AUDITALIGNMENT

THE GOAL

Side-by-side review of your 
materials, paying close 
attention to: 
• Ideas and messages 
• Word choice, voice  

and tone 
• Color and design 
• Images and graphics

THE PROCESS
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III. FINDINGS + INSIGHTS

• SWOT 

• Common Themes  

• Gap Analysis
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A Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities, Threats 
exercise provide you with a 
single view into your overall 
position in the market.

SWOT ANALYSISFINDINGS

THE GOAL

• Review key findings, internal 
audit and benchmarking 
results  

• Create a matrix that groups 
them into categories

THE PROCESS
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SWOT ANALYSIS

STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES

OPPORTUNITIES THREATS
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SWOT ANALYSIS

STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES

OPPORTUNITIES THREATS

What do you do better than others? 
What unique capabilities and resources  

do you posses?

What do others do better than you? 
What can you improve upon or do you  

need to defend against?

What trends or conditions negatively  
impact you? What do you need to be 

mindful of as you proeed?

What trends or conditions positively  
impact you? What can you leverage to  

your advantage?



 50



 51

Distill your findings from 
external research and 
internal alignment sessions 
into a themes and 
supporting points

COMMON THEMES

THE GOAL

• 5–10 key takeaways  
• Separate into distinct 

topics with defensible 
back-up for each 

• Keep an eye out for the 
“big idea” 

THE PROCESS

FINDINGS
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Identify holes in your 
messaging and marketing 
toolkit and brainstorm new 
ways to convey your brand 
message based on your 
audiences’ needs

GAP ANALYSISFINDINGS

THE GOAL

• Compare your brand audit 
to your peer benchmarking  

• Address myths and 
misperceptions 

• Seize opportunities and 
unmet needs

THE PROCESS
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BUYER’S JOURNEY = YOUR USER EXPERIENCE

Entice Enter Engage Exit Extend

How are people 
hearing about you? 
What will trigger 
their interest?

What are they 
looking to do? 
What are their 
first steps?

What types of 
interactions 
happen? What  
tasks are they  
trying to 
accomplish? 

How do they  
complete the 
task?

What follow-up 
actions occur? 
What are the 
opportunities to 
bring them back?
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Research

Internal  
Alignment

Findings 
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IV. MESSAGING  
     ARCHITECTURE

• Personas 

• Value proposition  

• Brand pillars 

• Creative Expression
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BRAND MESSAGING

AUDIENCE PERSONAS

BRAND PILLARS

CREATIVE 
ESPRESSION

VALUE PROPOSITION
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BRAND MESSAGING

AUDIENCE PERSONAS

BRAND PILLARS

CREATIVE 
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To ensure that messages 
resonate, we must think  
like our customers and 
understand their unique 
needs—as well as the forces 
that shape their preferences 
and decisions.  

AUDIENCES PERSONASALIGNMENT

THE GOAL

• Persona mapping 
• Motivations and goals 
• Obstacles and hurdles 
• Community and influencers

THE PROCESS
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BUILDING A PERSONA

Begin by thinking of your audience group  
as a specific person:  

1. Name 
2. Age, education, demographics, etc. 
3. Draw a sketch 
4. Defining characteristics 
5. Values 
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BUILDING A PERSONA

Motivations & Goals  
Why is this individual engaging with your 
centre? 

Obstacles & Hurdles 
What obstacles or challenges does this 
individual face? 

Community  
Who and what influences this individual? 

FACULTY STUDENTS

ALUMNI COMMUNITY
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PERSONA NARRATIVE

________________ is ____ years old. She works/studies at ________________________ 
as a ______________. She needs/hopes/wants __________________________________  
in order to _______________________________. She is interested in 
________________, _______________________, and ____________________________ but 
worries about ___________________________ and ________________________. She 
learned about us through _______________________ _______________ and wants to 
__________________ 
_______________________________________.
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PERSONA NARRATIVE

Jen Walker is 28 years old. She works at Adidas as a sustainable sourcing 
manager. She hopes to discuss options for launching a partnership in order to 
evaluate supply chain concerns. She is interested in engaging with faculty and 
sponsoring student projects, but worries about long lead time and intellectual 
property issues. She learned about us through a colleague at  New Balance and 
wants to schedule a call to find out more about a potential partnership.
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DEMOGRAPHIC - Parent Persona

Cares about: 
• personalized education and how to 

find the “best” in every child 
• balance between traditional and 

innovative learning and teaching styles 
• safe, nurturing experience for their 

student  
• balance between academics and sports 
• creativity and expression of 

individuality 
• total experience, not just grades

DEMOGRAPHIC - Student Persona

Cares about: 
• getting involved in a variety of activities 
• trying new things and experimenting 
• being part of a community 
• teamwork - collaborating with their 

fellow students and teachers 
• giving back to the community 
• being down-to-earth, kind and 

welcoming  
• learning and taking the initiative 
• self-starters 
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BRAND MESSAGING

AUDIENCE PERSONAS

BRAND PILLARS

CREATIVE 
ESPRESSION

VALUE PROPOSITION
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Articulate, in as few words 
as possible, the value that 
you deliver to those who 
engage with your 
organization.   

VALUE PROPOSITIONALIGNMENT

THE GOAL

• Build a "onliness statement" 
that identifies your true point 
of distinction 

• Distill into a concise, 
memorable statement 

THE PROCESS
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VALUE PROPOSITION FRAMEWORK:  
“ONLINESS STATEMENT”

A framework includes the What, How, Who, Where, Why and When of 
your business in a way that clearly states what makes your organization 
different from its competitors.* 

*The Onliness Statement was conceived by Marty Neumeier, author of Zag 
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VALUE PROPOSITION FRAMEWORK:  
“ONLINESS STATEMENT”

_________________ is the only ________________________  
that _________________________________. 

Our work helps______________________________________ 
in ___________________________________ 
who want to ________________________________. 

Unlike our competitors, we___________________________ 
in an era of __________________________.

(company/business category) 
(service/solution you provide)

(primary points of differentiation) 
(important cultural context  
or market trend)

(target audience(s)) 
(industry or location) 
(define audience goal)
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“ONLINESS STATEMENT”

43,000 Feet is the only strategic communication firm that provides brilliant 
and accessible content, messaging, and content strategy services without all 
the associated B.S.  

Our work helps prestigious, category-leading organizations in higher 
education, technology, and professional services who want to detangle their 
offerings, sharpen their message, and clearly tell their story. 

Unlike our competitors, we focus exclusively on the art and science of 
content in an era of information overload and ever-shorter attention spans.
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BRAND MESSAGING

AUDIENCE PERSONAS

BRAND PILLARS
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Identify and articulate the 
key attributes that define 
your organization, its 
strengths, and its 
differentiators. 

BRAND PILLARSALIGNMENT

THE GOAL

• Synthesize findings 
• Distill core themes

THE PROCESS
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BRAND MESSAGING

AUDIENCE PERSONAS

BRAND PILLARS

CREATIVE 
ESPRESSION

VALUE PROPOSITION
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GE 
Imagination at work
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Apple 
Think different
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Zipcar 
Wheels when you want them
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Airbnb 
Belong anywhere
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Pinterest 
A few (million) of your favorite things.
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43,000 Feet 
Making content fly
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External  
Research

Internal  
Alignment

Findings 
& Insights

Messaging 
Architecture

Content 
Execution

DEPLOYMENT
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V. CONTENT EXECUTION
• Work plan + governance 

• Copy development
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Ensure that you have people 
and processes in place to 
create and manage content. 
It's not sexy, but it's 
important! 

WORK PLAN AND GOVERNANCEEXECUTION

THE GOAL

• Develop an editorial calendar that 
provides a fixed, predictable 
schedule for writing, editing, and 
reviewing content.  

• For larger messaging projects, 
develop a detailed work plan and 
ensure that key decision makers are 
available for important meetings 

• Establish who in your organization 
is empowered/expected to write, 
edit, or decommission content.

THE PROCESS
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Produce external-facing 
content that reflects and 
articulates your brand pillars 
and value proposition. 

COPY DEVELOPMENTEXECUTION

THE GOAL

• Ensure that content and messaging is 
consistent from author-to-author and 
channel-to-channel (e.g.: web vs. 
proposal vs. brochure )  

• Remember that less is more, and 
always look for opportunities to 
reduce content.  

• Whenever possible, have a second 
person review and edit content 
before it is finalized. 

THE PROCESS
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HEY, THANKS!


