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The need for 
difference
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It is not the strongest of the species that 

survives, nor the most intelligent that 

survives. It is the one that is most 

adaptable to change.

Charles Darwin



Word clouds 

generated from 

the “About us” 

pages of nine top 

universities



Distinct

Distinct: recognizably different 
in nature from something else 
of a similar type.

clear, clear-cut, definite, well 
defined, sharp, marked, 
decided, unmistakable, easily 
distinguishable
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Reputation - what 

people think of an 

organisation 

Brand –

what the 

organisation says 

about itself 

Distinctiveness –

what sets the 

organisation apart 

compared to peers



Being different is 
critical in today’s 
HE environment
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What do 
stakeholders 
remember 
about us? ?

Do we teach in 
a distinctive 

way?

Does our 
student 

experience 
stand out?

What research 
are we known 

for?

Do we have a 
brand?



Distinctionary -
a game to 
identify 
universities by 
four brand 
areas
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What did you 
learn? Who 
stood out?
What are the 
problems?
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Manchester’s
Research 
Beacons
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What was the problem? 

• A global audience

• Sounded like every other university

• Several distinct stakeholder groups

• Lots of channels 

• Multiple channel owners

• 12,000 staff and a few dozen marcomms

professionals giving different examples of 

our world-class research 



2013 External Stakeholders’ Survey

“Leaders know that Manchester wants to be a top 25 university, and 

that’s great, but every university says that these days. They say, we 

are busy, and bombarded with news every second of our day. We 

are probably talking to 100 universities in the UK, and maybe the 

same number across the world. And we don’t know what 

Manchester stands for, or why it’s different. Please tell us!” 

– Collective feedback from the External Stakeholders’ Survey 2013



External Stakeholders’ Survey



The Graphene Story 

• Wonder material Graphene was isolated by two 

Physics Professors here on our campus

• Awarded Nobel Prize in 2010

• Appointed dedicated communications professional to 

work just on Graphene

• Manchester became know as “Home of Graphene”

• “Best thing to happen for Drama at Manchester in the 

past decade was the invention of Graphene”





Defining our distinctiveness

Finding another four “Graphenes” 

• Discoveries

• Breakthroughs 

• World-changing

• Strong academic leaders

• Senior Leadership Team to pick 

• 78 …45….. 19 … 5 areas



Five research beacons

• Cancer 

• Energy 

• Global inequalities

• Industrial biotechnology 

• Advanced materials 

• Industrial biotechnology



Implementation – Getting the creative right

Global challenges, Manchester solutions

Global challenges, Manchester solutions

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XylWbogxSxU&list=PLCOlTiiMQ6FzydPkekzaOb329wKilr4jt&index=7


Phase 1- Awareness raising

• Internal: engaged, but problems of silos and size

• External: need to provide information and target 

audiences

• Build awareness 

Phase 2  - Implementation

• Established a dedicated team

• Working in partnership with academics

• Greater research communications capacity



Our approach





https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6b34YCRTlro


Measuring our success

• Website metrics

• Social media engagement

• Media coverage

• Rankings

• Audience specific metrics

• External Stakeholders’ Survey



External Stakeholders’ Survey 

2013                                      2017



What’s your distinctiveness challenge?

http://collision.unimelb.edu.au/
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/heroes/index.aspx
http://innovate.utexas.edu/
https://www.ubc.ca/stories/2016-winter/
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Final 
thoughts
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 Audit reputation before and after

 Need for leadership and strategy

 Less is more

 Specialist press officers

 Co-ordinated communications rather than 
fragmented/devolved

 Academic personalities critical

 Conferences and events

 Perseverance!



Thank you!
Alan Ferns

alan.ferns@manchester.ac.uk

Louise Simpson

l.simpson@theknowledgepartnership.com


