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Abstract:
The approach a HE institute implements when branding itself, is considered to be crucial in the decision-making process of potential students. The increase in course content offered, combined with the intense competition amongst other institutions needs to be taken into consideration when reaching out to potential candidates. Therefore, HE institutes are now increasingly utilising more advanced concepts of branding, to market themselves and differentiate themselves from their competitors. 
Viewing HE attitudes to student engagement in this context puts forward the idea that is now an increasing opportunity to reach out to millennials learners through embracing new media and, taking advantage of the social media market.
Introduction:
The aim of this study is intended to explore brand personality, as a marketing communication tool employed by Higher Education (HE) institutions. It will examine this concept, and its contribution to the decision-making process regarding student enrolment. Reflective of today’s potential student’s enrolling in HE, and their increasing engagement with technology, an insight into the validity of the utilisation of social media as a marketing communication tool, will also be observed. 
The 2004 Higher Education Act, with subsequent legislation proceeded with the introduction of student fees within the HE sector. Thus, bringing about a consumer environment, in which the HE sector were to balance academic integrity with the requirements of an increasing student population (Anctil, 2008). Furthermore, increased competition amongst HE institutions challenged with a consistently changing student population, saw an impact on the educational marketplace (Ramsden, 2008). HE institutes can segment themselves to meet these changes by adopting a responsive approach in communicating their identity, combined with their individual values in regard to potential student enrolment (Brown et al., 2009).
The next section will seek to evaluate how such identity can be portrayed to potential students, from a marketing perspective, exploring key literature. 

Literature Review

1.1 Exploring the Validity of Brand Personality

The exploration of brand personality, as a means of marketing communication within the HE sector, necessitates a review of existing literature. It is crucial to determine a sound understanding of how potential UK students, perceive various marketing activities within today’s economy (Rutter et al., 2016). Through the analysis of this, the information needs of a growing and diverse student base, enrolling in higher education can be understood. Thus, paramount in recognising the influences on the student’s decision-making process (Moogan, 2011). 
Branding, from a HE perspective, has been identified through the ‘commodification’ of an institution’s unique selling point, utilising a university’s qualities as differentiators, as a means of divorcing competition (Iqbal et al., 2012). Indubitably, branding within HE is now considered as a fundamental factor in regard to marketing and student recruitment (Graham, 2013).  While some degree programmes may appear “indistinguishable” amongst varying institutions, (Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014), brand personality can successfully differentiate an institution from its competitors (Watkins, 2013). The brand image a university upholds, can therefore clearly articulate its core values offering separation from such a crowded marketplace (Briggs, 2016). 
Ivy (2008) identifies a strong brand image upheld by an institution, is of significant importance in relation to the performance of student recruitment. The marketing communication tools employed by a university to reach out to potential students, can be addressed by referring to the signalling theory model. Three key components of the signalling theory can assist in rationalising this concept; the sender, the receiver and the signal. 
The sender being the initial source communicating the proposed message, the receiver, the desired target audience the message is intended to reach out to, and lastly the signal referring to the message itself (Connelly et al., 2011). 
In a university setting, the receiver being the potential student can evaluate the signal, (promotion of a particular university), and process the intended meaning of the sender, thus being the institution marketing itself. To determine whether or not the anticipated message has been understood, can come indirectly from analysing the statistics surrounding student choices, combined with direct dialogue with potential students (Chapleo, 2008). 
Such communication can be both internal or external to the university, through a multitude of marketing channels such as the prospectus, university’s website or their use of social media. When talking a practical stance on the integration of new media in relation to student recruitment, Saunders (2015) advocates that a business management degree for instance, can appear indistinguishable from its competitors on the basis of a prospectus. 
Teh & Salleh (2011) support this claim by defining the use of a prospectus as a sole means of marketing as a mere objectification of an institution’s qualities. This approach neither differentiates nor offers a university’s USP to its full potential.  
There has therefore been an increasing association with brand personality noted by Hodgson (2013), and the utilisation of social media as a method of interaction and recognition towards a university. Thus, therefore acting as a catalyst in forming a relationship between potential students and their university choice. When talking a practical stance on the integration of new media in relation to student recruitment, Saunders (2015) advocates that a business management degree for instance, can appear indistinguishable from its competitors on the basis of a prospectus. 



1.2 Social Media as a Marketing Tool 
In today’s technologically driven world, social media has become an increasingly used tool as a form of communication between brands and the consumer. In this instance brands referring to the HE institution, and the consumer being the potential student (Sinclaire, 2011). Subsequently, universities should address the rise in digital technology, of which millennial learners are now accustomed to (Christie et al., 2014). Marketing strategies employed by HE institutions, should therefore align themselves with emergent technologies, that will reach out to a wider potential student population, meeting the demands of the 21st generation (Mangold & Faulds 2009), and in turn increase student retention (Nemko, 2008). 
This shift in how individuals communicate, through the emergence of social media has seen a rise in social interaction and the need for relationship marketing (Campbell et al. 2011). Through acquiring this form of marketing communication, allows students to form a harmonious relationship between themselves and their potential HE provider (Molesworth et al., 2011). Thus, in turn, allowing potential students to identify the brand values upheld by the university (Reid, 2007), whereby students can make positive associations with the university through an online platform (Leathwood, 2003). In addition, relationship marketing should be introduced within an online realm, to manage those risks involved such as addressing those student information needs, quality issues and student expectations (Joseph et al., 2015).
Contradictory to this, while there is notably a significant emphasis placed upon online marketing communication tools, as appose to traditional media, within the context of HE this shift is left prominent. When viewing online content as a means of portraying a university’s brand personality it has distinct limitations in terms of its accessibility for both the potential student and the parent (PBP Executive Report, 2010). Institutions instead adopting an “ad-hoc” and unsystematic approach in terms of marketing as a means of following trends (Spraggon, 2011). 


Consequently, marketing strategies both online and offline, should be developed in order to attract the most suitable students, whereby communication practices are matched to the information needs of the potential student and wider audience (Bonnema & Waldt, 2008). 

Methodology: 
This study will consist of secondary research only, examining journals as a key source of investigating literature. The literature will explore brand personality as a marketing communication tool in higher education, with the literature review divided into two areas;
 1.1 Examining the validity of brand personality
 1.2 Social media as a marketing tool
This intended to offer a clear and logical approach within the literature review, exploring key areas within the area of marketing and higher education. 

Findings: 

The purpose of the literature review was to examine brand personality, in terms of leveraging a universities marketing strategy. Furthermore, an exploration into the adoption of social media within the recruitment process was also considered. This section will draw upon the literature gathered, and generate discussion surrounding the research obtained. 
The literature draws upon the consensus that marketing as an issue, holds a significant focal point in the context of promoting HE institutions. Recognising the HE marketplace is positioned with increased competition amongst other providers, with little differentiation and heightened choice. Thus, resulting in the student decision making process a perplex experience. To alleviate from this, a successful brand identity with the HE marketplace is now considered essential, as a means of developing interaction with potential students. 
There are key arguments put forward within the literature to support this claim, with empirical evidence disclosing brand personality in HE institutions, as a key component in relation to both student recruitment, and student retention.  This can be acknowledged when referring back to the work of Briggs (2016), who claims separation from such crowded marketplace can be achieved through the utilisation of the brand image of an institution. 
This concept would contextualise itself, when viewing the HE marketplace the same way in which you would view the general consumer marketplace. When considering the general consumer, branding is at the core of positioning a product and or service, at the forefront of the minds of the intended target audience. Virgin is a classic example of this, through its distinct visual content, mission statement and marketing collateral. These elements combined, have formulated a recognisable brand identity, offering a unified vision of the brand to the consumer. 
This notion equates itself with HE, for potential students require a clear and concise marketing message, to achieve the best possible outcome, to aid their decision-making process (Mennon, 2007).  
While it cannot be ignored that that are considerable variables surrounding such process, incorporating a tangible brand identity within an institutions marketing strategy, can eliminate confusion, anxiety and conflicting ideas (Davies et al., 2011). 
To combine social media and brand identity as a marketing concept, it is crucial to reflect upon the internet as a widely used phenomenon in regard to marketing, as pointed out in the earlier literature.  Developing technologies such as social networking sites, offer new channels for marketing communication within todays culture. Such technological activity can in turn, strengthen the relationship between the potential student and the HE provider, through offering a more tailored, one-to one approach. Such relationship can be maintained throughout the entire decision-making process. The accessibility of internet devices, such as the mobile phone, enables any modifications an institution may need to make within its communication process, achieved with ease and with little time constraints. Thus, a valid source when addressing the brand identity of an institution, along with student retention. From a potential student’s point of view, this activity could be perceived as an institution taking a direct approach when reaching out. This would be not be achievable from a university’s prospectus alone, as it cannot portray updates or relevant information, instead only the information that has specifically chosen to be printed within. Conversely, while there may be benefits to adopting social media within a university’s marketing strategy, this concept should not dismiss the use of a university’s prospectus entirely. The literature exhibited, highlights the validity of the utilisation of social media as a marketing platform, whilst also recognising its limitations. 
Furthermore, the literature outlines that there is a significant emphasis placed on the importance of communication, when perceiving the brand identity of a university. It is must be recognised however, that while the use of social media may be prevalent as a marketing tool, content from both online and offline platforms must be consistent. Thus, to relay a coherent marketing message. 
The literature acknowledges arguments have been made that brand identify, as a form of differentiation is valuable, there has been no consensus on what marketing platform this should take. While social media can be viewed as a tremendous source in expanding the recruitment base, the purpose of brand identity must remain at the forefront. 

Conclusion: 
The intension of this paper was to explore the validity surrounding brand personality, as a promotional means in regard to HE institutions. The literature assessed, indicates that there is an increasing opportunity for a university to develop its marketing message in line with its brand personality. The notion of “student‐as‐customer” in regard to the formulation of brand personality, however needs interpreting with sophistication.  For marketing theory has complex conceptions of the customer, especially where the exchange process is lengthy.
An understanding of how a customer (potential student), is attracted to a HE institution in the first instance, must be addressed to develop marketing communication that fulfils the needs of the student. A comprehensive understanding of this, can assist a university in analysing the information that they are portraying, is consistent with their brand personality. One solution is to adapt marketing concepts within HE, and develop strategies that focus on the potential student, to widen the university’s reputation, and aid the decision-making process. 
There are considerable factors that support the implication of social media within a university’s marketing strategy, can optimise the student recruitment process in a complex educational system. 
This approach can aid an institution in delivering a clear and concise marketing message in alignment with the brand personality intended to be received by potential students. 

Recommendations:
While there has notable been a number of studies exploring brand personality in relation to HE, limited research exists in the area of segmentation. This area being a fundamental marketing concept, that is critical to the branding process. 
Segmentation allows marketers to define and understand the needs of the consumer, allowing a more tailored approach to be taken within promotional activity, and in turn better suit the needs of the intended audience. This area appears significantly under-researched within the HE market, and developing this research, has the potential to widen the effectives of a university’s brand personality.  Furthermore, the exploration of segmentation could decrease the variables in the decision-making process. 
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