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Abstract 

This independent study project explores new media 

strategies for the University of Washington Graduate School 

and proposes a preliminary social media strategy to provide 

insight on how one may leverage existing communication 

channels and constituencies to build a recognizable brand as 

a leader in graduate education. 
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OVERVIEW 

This project explores new media strategies of successful reputation building 

initiatives and communication and marketing campaigns of peer higher education 

institutions in order to provide new models that may strategically leverage the 

University of Washington (UW) Graduate School’s (GS) communication and marketing 

efforts, especially as a means to promote stories of graduate education as a public good. 

The goal is to provide a strategy based on preliminary research to move the Graduate 

School’s communication and engagement efforts to the next level as it aligns itself with 

the UW’s messaging efforts. 

BACKGROUND 

The University of Washington is a Research 1 institution poised to educate the next 

generation of thinkers, doers and leaders (Affairs, 2009). Its identified spotlight themes 

through which UW’s stories are communicated,  are ready to be received by external 

influencer audiences who want to know about how the University: 

1. Creates future generations of Global Citizens; 

2. Addresses challenges and opportunities of the Pacific Rim; 

3. Improves the health and well-being of people here and around the globe; 

4. Drives new research, creates new knowledge and fosters strategic partnerships to 

bring insight into the ways environments and society influence one another; and 
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5. Understands the need to employ imaginative and efficient technologies to 

improve social welfare for all. 

These spotlight opportunities to tell the stories of the University community may easily 

be lost within units of the organization who are not aware that these branding toolkits 

exist, or who are creating marketing and communication strategies without these in 

mind. By implementing the comprehensive Reputation Building Initiative (RBI) that 

the University began in 2007, departments within the University are able to capitalize 

on the work happening around: 

1. Clarifying the UW’s distinctive identity and contributions; 

2. Solidifying the UW’s relationship with their cities and state; 

3. Positioning the UW as a clear leader in determining what a national and global 

university can be in the world. 

The Graduate school as a unit within the University of Washington has a prime 

opportunity to build their marketing and communication strategies around the 

University’s RBI. As the Graduate School aligns public perception with the realities of 

what makes graduate education and research at the University of Washington unique, it 

must consider new media in this effort. 

The Graduate School is comprised of 15 different units1, including the Dean’s office. 

Of these, there are approximately 11 units who interact with the public on a regular 

basis. This means there are potentially 11 different external audiences who receive 

information about the Grad School. Though it must be determined which media is 
                                                        
1 Student Affairs, Graduate Education Services, Graduate Admissions, GO-MAP, Fellowships & Awards, 
UW Press, Finance & Administration, Communications, CAIR, Advancement, Postdoctoral Affairs, 
Lectureships & Partnerships, CIDR, Academic Affairs & Planning, Dean’s Office 
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appropriate for each population, this poses the questions: Who will serve as a public 

information officer for each unit? What training needs to be provided to support these 

staff? What level of autonomy does each unit have to communicate relevant 

information? 

Recovering from a 14 percent budget cut in the Spring of 2009—one of the largest 

cuts of the institution—the Graduate School, along with other units, is seeking ways to 

increase efficiencies with limited staff and strained budgets.  Exploring ways that new 

media are able to move the RBI efforts to new constituent communities serves the 

institution’s efforts to humanize the university as one that has stories to tell about the 

relevant impacts that graduate students and faculty have on local and international 

communities. 

ISSUE 

The UW Graduate School is in a period of transition. With the current dean serving 

since March 2009 and the recent departure of its Communication Director in November 

2009, the Graduate School is taking the opportunity to redefine its communication and 

marketing strategies as it adopts new communication and engagement tools to convey 

the importance of what they do and why they do it. Based on the Graduate School’s 

2009 Communication and Marketing Plan (Martinez, 2009), the Graduate School has 

adopted the recommended branding messages of the larger university’s External Affairs 

office. It is fully aware of the need to consistently express the University’s RBI concepts 

as a world leader in graduate education and has crafted messaging for its internal and 

external audience segments. What isn’t clear is how this messaging will be delivered. As 
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a staff of the Graduate School for over two years, I have observed that there has been 

difficulty getting past the canned messaging and the one-dimensionality of its 

communications with constituents. In place of static messaging through text-heavy 

eNewsletters, the Graduate School could use free customer relationship management 

tools such as Convio to enhance the constituent’s experience. These tools would serve as 

an entry point leading recipients to sites where they can choose to find out more 

information about the Graduate School—YouTube, facebook, twitter and contribute to 

the conversation if they are inclined. 

Based on research conducted of peer institutions, conversations with staff in the 

Graduate School and within the larger University, the task at hand is for the Graduate 

School to create a name—a brand for itself as a leader in graduate education and 

research. To do this, multidimensional communication and marketing strategies must 

be employed. There is no shortage of stories about how graduate students and faculty 

are exemplary in creating future generations of global citizens, improving the health and 

well-being of people everywhere, driving new research and creating new knowledge, and 

using imaginative and efficient technologies to improve social welfare for all. The 

challenge is deciding which messaging strategies will a.) Most effectively engage a 

broad constituency comprised of donors, students, faculty/staff, policymakers, and 

other target populations and b.) Express the notion that graduate education is a public 

good, impacting local and international communities. 
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PRELIMINARY RESEARCH 

The 2009 Communication/Marketing Plan of the UW Graduate School identifies an 

overlooked fact: the position of the Graduate School as a unit that transcends most of 

the University’s colleges and academic units as an administrator of 121 graduate 

programs.  As such, the Grad School can serve as a catalyst for departments as it gathers 

story content to reflect the reality that the University is a public institution whose 

contributions epitomize education and knowledge creation in the 21st century. 

Internal Capacity 

Preliminary research shows that the Graduate School has a baseline internal capacity 

to support new media initiatives to broaden its current communication strategies and 

move from an intermittent news service, to a multidirectional engagement model that 

encourages constituents to be brand ambassadors among their own networks. 

Currently, there is one unit within the Graduate School that has a consistent social 

media presence—the Graduate Opportunities & Minority Achievement, or GO-MAP. 

This unit created a Facebook page in 2008, a Twitter page early in 2009, and most 

recently, a YouTube channel and Flickr stream. Because GO-MAP is a unit that works 

with students more frequently through quarterly events and has developed deeper 

relationships with students, incorporating social media in their communication plan 

seemed like a logical next step. They are considered leaders in exploring ways that 

emerging media can enhance their student services and play a role in the retention of 

graduate students, especially students seeking to build deeper relationships with 

colleagues. Earlier this year (2009), the Dean’s Office also set up a Twitter and Facebook 

http://facebook.com/uwgomap
http://youtube.com/uwgomap
http://flickr.com/photos/uwgomap
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account to keep a pulse on the conversations around graduate education, and to join the 

graduate community as a contributor of resources and news. This Graduate School 

account, managed by staff in the Dean’s office and GO-MAP is a vehicle for information 

from the central Graduate School units to be shared with the deadlines, FAQs, upcoming 

events and newsworthy information arise. 

Creating content for distribution on its Social Media Networks (SMNs) such as 

YouTube, Facebook and Twitter are opportunities for staff to engage the brand and find 

a connection between the work they do and the core values of the Graduate School. Staff 

in its Computing and Information Resource (CAIR) unit, along with other individuals 

with intermediate to advanced knowledge of SMNs may provide support for the daily 

maintenance of these communication tools. Based on the work of the former 

Communication Director, the Graduate School was being groomed to support a 

Reputation Building Initiative across multiple constituencies that included, but was not 

limited to2: 

1. Exploration and creation of a progressive Web 2.0 outreach package; 

2. Annual production and placement of opinion editorials in local media from 

the Graduate School Dean, presenting a graduate school perspective on 

pressing issues; 

3. Creating promotional videos  

4. Partnerships with Undergraduate Affairs 

                                                        
2 Internal Graduate School document: Tactics Supporting Graduate School Marketing/Communications by 
Constituency 
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Furthermore, internal staff, UW Bothell and Tacoma campus community, alumni and 

current students, news media, donors and thought leaders were identified as audience 

segments and recipients of these initiatives.  Creating a multimedia strategy that 

addresses the unique nuances of each segment is key to engaging each population and 

building a community passionate about the work that the Graduate School does. To do 

this, some legwork needs to happen to identify which formats each constituency 

consumes and is likely to share. 

Leverage Existing and Accessible Communication Tools 

The advent and success of social media has taught us that the only cost involved in 

its implementation is time. Capitalizing on the know-how of current staff, social media 

integration can help the Graduate School to position itself as an organization that is 

approachable, that listens, and that is excited about the work it is doing, who it is doing 

it with and why. The University’s Office of External Affairs has made a robust marketing 

toolkit available to the University community. Additionally, CRM tools such as Convio 

make it easier for units within the University to understand their constituents and use 

tools that are best suited to foster engagement. It is in the best interest of the Graduate 

School to avail of these tools and repurpose them to promote its stories that are aligned 

with the University’s RBI. 

RESEARCH-BASED RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on preliminary research, the UW Graduate School is in a position to 

implement social media strategies to propel its current efforts in new markets. Once 

preliminary assessments have been conducted, they may build a communication and 

http://convio.com
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marketing plan that addresses the communication goals of the UW Graduate School and 

the needs of its target segments for timely information. To begin implementation, the 

Graduate School may consider the following: 

1. Audit and socialize the content. Britt Parrot3, a social media and web 

content strategist, identifies this as an important first step in social media 

adoption. By realistically looking at how current tools are meeting 

communication objectives, it’s easier to keep content at the center of the 

strategy. Auditing the use of text, audio, images and video is another way to 

determine which tool to use to engage the intended audience. To view a 

sample content audit, see Appendix A, or: http://www.digital‐

web.com/extras/social_media_strategy/contentaudit‐ex.pdf or Appendix B for a 

black copy.  

2. Determine how social media fits within existing strategies. Though 

developing an official social media strategy is all the rage—the question 

remains: Is it absolutely necessary? Rachel Reuben, contributing writer to 

.edGuru and Director of Web Communication and Strategic Projects at SUNY, 

New Paltz says not necessarily. In what areas does it make sense to use social 

media to leverage existing efforts? How can social media strengthen current 

efforts, rather than replace them? For example, are there frequently asked 

questions prospective students have of the admissions or fellowships offices 

that could be addressed outside of an in-person information session? If so, 

perhaps strategizing tweets and Facebook updates close to application 

                                                        
3 http://www.brittparrott.com 

http://dotedguru.com
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deadlines is one way of providing requested information while encouraging 

prospective students to engage with these offices.  

3. Identify best practices among peer institutions. Though the adoption 

of social media in higher education is relatively new, there are institutions 

who are considered early adopters and who have gathered data around social 

networks’ Return on Investment (ROI) and its ability to complement existing 

engagement tools and enhance user experience. Familiarization with these 

practices and emerging trends positions the UW Graduate School to adopt 

new tools more seamlessly. Additionally, these identified best practices 

provide talking points that may be used to transition staff to newer 

communication and marketing tools. 

4. Develop an assessment tool. How does one determine ROI? Is it the 

number of new applicants to the University’s graduate programs? Is it the 

number of likes on a facebook post? The number of times your tweet has been 

retweeted? The number of fans or followers on your Social Networking Sites? 

The number of views or comments on your YouTube channel? Identifying 

what one is interested in assessing will determine which tools to use and how 

to use them.  
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WORKPLAN: STAFFING, FACILITIES, TIMELINE, 

BUDGET 

Staffing & Facilities 

Strategy Lead: Communication & Marketing Director (with input from the Dean of 

the Graduate School, Graduate School staff, and segments of their target population). 

Support Staff: Communication & Marketing Assistant, Graduate School staff with 

intermediate knowledge of social media workings who understand RBI. 

Facilities: Staff may use current work stations to update content on SMNs. If creating 

new content such as YouTube videos, consideration must be given to accessible 

equipment such as digital cameras and stations where content may be produced and 

edited. Because of the availability of inexpensive or free equipment rental through 

University services such as the Communication department and Classroom Support 

Services, access is not so much an issue as it is in identifying content creators. 

Timeline: Multimedia strategies could take years from initial concept to 

implementation and assessment phases, though this type of work operates in cycles. 

Following are suggested timeframes for each phase of the process. 

 Auditing the Content: This is potentially the most time consuming 

aspect of the strategy. In order to select the most appropriate media tools, 

it is important to identify the content that needs to be “socialized.” See 

sample in Appendix A. Gathering a competent team of content editors will 

determine how much time is spent on this portion. Ideally, the team will 



 
12  New Directions in Social Media: An Exploration of New Media Strategies for the UW Graduate School 

be comprised of web editors, content editors representing Graduate School 

Staff, and segments of the target user population. 1-2 months. 

 Identify Existing Strategies: Ideally, conceptualizing a strategy and 

its phases can be done in 1-2 months, depending on how much research 

needs to be done in segmenting the audience and identifying the thought 

leaders who will serve as allies in this plan. The work of this data-

gathering phase may be spread across several staff members who are 

tasked with gathering current policies and practices that may be enhanced 

by the implementation of social and digital media. 1-2 months.  

 Identify best practices. This step may be conducted in tandem with 

the other data/fact-gathering steps. Best practices may be gathered using a 

variety of methods including, but not limited to interviews with key 

marketing and communications staff at peer institutions such as UC 

Berkeley, UCLA, UCSD, University of Michigan and University of 

Minnesota4, twitter and facebook polls, articles in publications such as The 

Chronicle of Higher Education, and university-published documents 

outlining key marketing and branding strategies. 1-2 months. 

 Develop and execute an assessment tool. Return on Investment is 

more difficult to assess because audience segments receive information 

multiple ways. In the case of a multimedia RBI strategy, benchmarks must 

be established at key phases of implementation. Identifying these 

benchmarks and accompanying appropriate assessment tools enables the 

                                                        
4 These institutions were referenced as peer competitors by the UW External Affairs Reputation‐Building 
Initiative “Brand Strategy document, published June 2009. 
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Graduate School to make modifications to its strategy as appropriate. 

Ongoing. 

CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS 

The University of Washington Graduate School is positioned to join the University-

wide RBI efforts in communicating the core values and brand essence of the University 

as a premier research institution and paradigm-setting player among global universities 

(Affairs, Reputation Building Initiative, 2009). By leveraging the knowledge of key staff 

regarding social media and the Graduate School’s marketing campaigns and core 

messaging, they play a vital role in dissolving the disconnect between the public and the 

university.  

Converse with (local) peer institutions 

A reoccurring theme in the University’s RBI conversations is that the University 

brand reflects the uniqueness of the Northwest. Peer institutions in the Northwest such 

as Oregon State University, are also in the midst of branding campaigns that involve 

meaningful storytelling, engagement through social media and the humanizing of a 

research university. OSU’s “Powered by Orange” campaign is a remarkable example of  

an engaging and integrated approach to branding. By inviting site visitors to tell their 

stories and share their connections with OSU and with the world, word-of-mouth 

branding is carrying the campaign enhanced by a strong social media strategy using 

Twitter, Facebook, blogs, YouTube, Flickr and their interactive website. 

 

http://poweredbyorange.com
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Social media concepts 

Some recommended concepts that the Graduate School must keep in mind as it 

adopts social media:  

1. Content is King. Interesting and timely content drives traffic. Conversely, 

dated content ruins a brand’s reputation and establishes oneself as an 

unreliable and inconsistent source of information. 

2. Word of Mouth is the Future of Marketing. What do Graduate School 

constituents have to say about the organization? Who are they saying it to? 

Word-of-mouth marketing is a powerful tool that the Grad School can use to 

spread its messaging. Identifying thought leaders and influencers who can 

create buzz about the work that the Graduate School does ensures its brand is 

communicated to various networks. 

3. Customer Service is a key ingredient to brand recognition. How is 

the Graduate School responding to public and internal comments and 

suggestions? Is the Grad School listening to what its constituents have to say? 

4. Social media is practical. Though it is not meant to replace traditional 

forms of communication and marketing, social media has proven to be a 

practical communication tool for many organizations. Its ability to deliver 

news and information in real time has left older tools out of the running. 

Working social media into current operating procedures is a practical way to 

reinforce marketing efforts. 
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5. The ROI is measurable. Segmenting marketing and communication tools 

for different audiences enables the Graduate School to more accurately 

measure the ROI of emerging media.  

6. Build community, energize passionate people, seek user-generated 

content. Employing this formula when initiating a communication strategy 

puts the constituents at the center of the marketing efforts. Building 

community humanizes the University as a place where one may engage with 

the university community. Energizing passionate people ensures that the 

brand has legs—that it has advocates representing different segments of the 

target population. Third, seeking user-generated content invites constituents 

to tell their stories of why the University of Washington Graduate School is 

their institution of choice.  
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Step 1: Questions to consider. 
• Determine the audiences and define goals for each. 

• Does the existing content help the audience quickly attain the goals? 

• What actions can the audience take within the existing content? 

Step 2: Audit the existing content.

Page Information
URL: http://www.metrolandscaping.com/news/
Page title: News - Metro Landscaping
Audiences: existing and potential customers, media, employees

Goals: to provide customers with current trends and information, to provide media 
with ideas for stories on low-impact landscaping, to attract and retain employees.

Content Summaries (What are the objectives for each?)
Text Provide succinct tidbits of new techniques, new employees, new tools, seasonal 
tips, and best practices to help spread the word about our low-impact methods.

Images/graphics Show examples of our work so that more people can see that low-
impact landscaping is as beautiful for their homes and businesses as traditional 
landscaping.

Audio Let people hear the difference between our work and traditional landscaping 
companies. Silence is golden.

Video Show one of our crews at work to see how our techniques do not interrupt the 
neighborhood and still attain the same beautiful results.

Actions (circle all that apply)
Read | Submit | Download | Join | Comment | Watch | Listen | Send | Bookmark | Tag

How well does the page attain the goals? 
People have to visit the site to see the updates. Use a tool that will create RSS feeds so 
people can subscribe in a reader or by email. Images are only available on the page. 
Use a photo-sharing site and embed photos as needed. Audio and video files are 
currently only links for people to download. Use tools that allow them to be embedded 
in the page and be more widely shared.

Use a blog to drive the news site. Allow moderated comments as needed. Create online 
accounts for photo and video sharing sites. Create buttons for sharing.

Page-level Content Audit for Social Media Integration

Step 3: List the opportunities for increasing the number of actions by 
integrating social media into the web content strategy.
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